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Major Professor: Dorothy J. Kelly, Professor of French 
ABSTRACT 
One of the more pervasive clichés regarding women in late nineteenth-century 
French literature is the commonplace that treats social spaces as metaphors for the 
women who inhabit them. An idea inherited from older traditions that trace their roots 
back to the Middle Ages, this commonplace often appears as a parallel drawn between 
women and the social spaces (often a garden or other “natural” setting) ascribed to them. 
Émile Zola and Guy de Maupassant both make extensive use of this commonplace.  
While some recent research, Heidi Brevik-Zender’s book Fashioning Spaces: 
Mode and Modernity in late Nineteenth Century France (2015) for instance, has 
examined the phenomenon of women and social spaces, thus far the focus has been on 
Paris and the urban setting. Less work has been done on women and their “natural” 
spaces. This dissertation examines Émile Zola’s La Faute de l’abbé Mouret (1875), 
where the garden of the Paradou becomes an explicit metaphor for the body of the 
novel’s central female character, Albine. In Zola, the garden functions as an “other” 
space that at first appears to underscore woman’s difference from man. Zola, meanwhile, 
undermines this insistence on difference.  
 vii 
Guy de Maupassant, in his short stories Miss Harriet and “Première neige” and in 
his first novel, Une Vie (all published for the first time in 1883) represents the notions of 
separate male and female space as entirely illusory constructs that disguise the male 
domination that obtains nearly everywhere. While Maupassant’s short fiction shows a 
pessimistic outlook on correcting this “problem,” his novel, Une Vie, proposes a radical 
solution, based in non-traditional family structures and female homosociality. I conclude 
this study by looking more broadly at the pervasiveness of the femino-spatial cliché with 
reference to examples from contemporary culture.   
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Introduction 
The twelfth century Old French poet, Marcabru, begins his cycle of pastourelles 
by describing a space containing a female figure. Of this place, he writes, “A la fontaine 
du verger, là où l’herbe est verte, près de la grève, à l’ombre d’un arbre fruitier, avec le 
charme des blanches fleurs et du chant habituel de la nouvelle saison, je trouvai seule, 
sans compagnie, celle qui ne veut pas mon bonheur.”1 This poem, like many others in the 
pastourelle genre, establishes an important set of symbols (the fountain, the flourishing 
and fruitful plant life) that, taken together, describe a pleasant scene, and more 
importantly a pleasant space, where the poem’s speaker may enjoy both the setting and 
the young woman’s body. To a certain degree, enjoyment of one aspect of the space is 
contingent upon the presence of the other components, and conversely, the enjoyment of 
the woman is facilitated by the space. The space and the woman are inseparable.  
It is startling to discover the same theme reprised in the late nineteenth century 
novel. La Faute de l’abbé Mouret (1875), the fifth novel in Émile Zola’s Rougon-
Macquart, for instance, takes up these themes developed in the pastourelle with 
considerable faithfulness. I am particularly captivated by the manner in which Zola 
                                               
1 See Marcabru. Poésies Ed. Trans. J.-M.-L. Dejanne. New York: Johnson Reprint, 1971. 
I.1 1-7, emphasis added. The original reads:  
A la fontana del vergier, 
On l'erb' es vertz josta·l gravier, 
A l'ombra d'un fust domesgier, 
En aiziment de blancas flors 
E de novelh chant costumier, 
Trobey sola, ses companhier, 
Selha que no vol mon solatz. (I.1 1-7) 
While this particular poem makes use of many of the familiar tropes of the genre, it does 
not end, as many of these poems do, with a consensual sexual encounter or a rape.  
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makes similar allegorical use of space, linking the garden of the Paradou to the novel’s 
principal female character. The practice extends to other spaces expressed in the novel, 
including Serge Mouret’s church in the town known as les Artaud, and his sister 
Désirée’s basse-cour, which features prominently in the first section of the book. While 
instances of personified space abound in Zola’s Rougon-Macquart, it is more often the 
case that these spaces take on a persona of their own (the markets in Le Ventre de Paris, 
the mine in Germinal). In La Faute de l’abbé Mouret, by contrast, it is much more the 
case that each space is fit to a particular character, and in fact becomes an allegorical 
representation of that person’s body.   
There is no evidence that Zola knew of the example given above, or more 
generally of the pastourelle as a genre. Instead, what I mean to suggest is that this spatial 
connection between women and spaces, natural spaces in particular, is a very old and 
very persistent received idea that writers across multiple eras in French literature have 
deployed in much the same way.  
I refer to this mode of representation here as “allegorical.” Indeed it proves 
difficult to categorize the treatment of space and body using any one term. The title of 
this project uses the term cliché as a convenient—if also somewhat imprecise—shorthand 
for a much more complex cultural motif, shared by indirection, over long periods of time. 
To a certain degree, what we call this motif depends on how it is deployed, and we shall 
see that, in all of the authors discussed in the chapters to come, there is considerable 
variation.  
In spite of differences between authors, some commonalities do arise. Principal 
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among these is that the cliché involves social spaces and female bodies. In Rousseau and 
Zola, one important treatment of this femino-spatial problem expresses itself as a 
heterotopos. In Foucault, this term applies to real spaces that exist in relation to (and thus 
give meaning) functional everyday work and social spaces. Strictly speaking, these 
heterotopoi are not necessary in that they exist in excess of what is necessary to secure 
our existence. Thus a garden’s purpose lies not only in its difference from workspaces 
such as farmland, but in the very fact that it has no real function of its own, apart from 
this relational value. We begin to see the problematic in this oppositional relationship 
between heterotopos and functional space when the social spaces that an author treats as 
heterotopoi come to bear close representational associations with the body of the women 
to whom these spaces belong, as is the case in Zola’s La Faute de l’abbé Mouret.  
Zola is far from the only writer making use of this cliché that merges the natural 
space and the female body. Examples abound throughout late nineteenth-century culture, 
especially in the visual arts. I seek to apply the same model to several works by Guy de 
Maupassant, who, in spite of some recent critical attention,2 remains underserved by 
contemporary scholarship. Here I take on two of his shorter works, Miss Harriet (first 
published as Miss Hastings in the spring of 1883, and later collected under the title Miss 
Harriet in 1884), and “Première neige” (1883) alongside the author’s first novel Une Vie 
(1883).  
                                               
2 Here I am referring to Nicholas White’s The Family in Crisis in Late Nineteenth 
Century Fiction, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge UP, 1999, where he devotes a 
chapter to Bel-Ami; I also refer to Heidi Brevik-Zender’s Fashioning Spaces: Mode and 
Modernity in Late Nineteenth Century France, Toronto and London: Toronto UP, 2015. 
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 This project is divided into two chapters, the first of which treats Zola’s La Faute 
de l’abbé Mouret. I posit that Zola varies between rebellion against, and adhesion to the 
received idea of femininity’s ties to natural spaces. The Paradou is somewhat similar to 
the pastoral, and yet it is not only a social space where Serge and Albine’s love can take 
shape, but a metaphor for her body. I contend that both the garden and Albine’s body are 
treated as “other” or relational spaces, what Foucault refers to as the “heterotopos.” It is, I 
argue, the Paradou’s (and Albine’s) otherness that produces anxiety in Serge throughout 
the text.   
The second, somewhat longer chapter examines two works of short fiction by 
Guy de Maupassant: the two published versions of Miss Harriet and “Première neige.” 
Miss Harriet explores the relationship between woman and nature, while “Première 
neige” treats the cliché of the feminine domestic space. After exploring these two discrete 
works of short fiction, I examine how the same clichés are deployed in Maupassant’s first 
novel, Une Vie, and the ways in which the novel’s expansive form allows the author to 
unite both of these themes and to treat them in a more nuanced fashion.  
The first task is to determine how to define these natural spaces. We begin by 
providing a definition of what these spaces are not. Though the spaces described in Zola 
and Maupassant are, as we shall see below, different in nature from one another, we can 
say with some certainty that neither author seeks to represent landscapes or spaces that 
are entirely wild or entirely natural. They are not, for instance, the sort of natural spaces 
explored in Robert Pogue Harrison’s Forests: The Shadow of Civilization. Harrison 
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explains that the word forest “likely” derives “from the Latin foris, ‘outside.’”3 He goes 
on to elaborate that:  
The obscure Latin verb forestare meant “to keep out, to place off limits, to 
exclude.” In effect, during the Merovingian period, when the word foresta 
enters the lexicon, kings had taken it upon themselves to place bans on 
vast tracts of land in order to insure the survival of their wildlife, which in 
turn would insure the survival of a fundamental royal ritual—the hunt. 
(Forests 69) 
In this sense the forest is not civilization’s opposite, but its other, the space beyond, 
opposed to cultivated land, towns, and cities, and which thus gives them definition and 
meaning. Harrison describes the forest as a decidedly animal space, and typically any 
people who occupy it are seen as strange, mad, and possibly not quite human. Harrison 
cites numerous available medieval examples of forest-dwelling “madmen”: Yvain, for 
instance, who goes wild and takes to the forest after being “[r]epudiated by the woman he 
loves” (66), Tristan, who, “becomes temporarily a wild man in the forest of Morrois” 
(67); and finally Lancelot, who “loses his sanity on four separate occasions, spending 
years in the woods as a savage” (67). These instances underscore the forest’s unsuitability 
as a space for human habitation and thus the incompatibility of civilization and wild 
nature.4 
                                               
3 Robert Pogue Harrison, Forests: The Shadow of Civilization, Chicago and London: 
Chicago UP, 1992, p. 69. Hereinafter, Forests.   
4 More ambiguous is the example of Perceval “li filz de la veuve dame/ de la gaste 
forest”, who experiences a “conversion” to civilized existence after witnessing five 
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 The spaces we encounter in Zola and Maupassant do not quite conform to this 
binary, where a space is either entirely cultivated or entirely wild, or where the organisms 
that occupy these spaces are either human or animal. The natural spaces we encounter in 
both authors share certain commonalities with wild, uncontrolled natural settings; 
however these spaces are also represented as influenced by human intervention, and are 
therefore not entirely natural. 
 Nor are these spaces an intermediary space, like the pastoral setting. Here I take 
the pastoral to mean, as Leo Marx does in The Machine in the Garden, Virgil’s 
conception of Arcadia, a “symbolic landscape, a delicate blend of myth and reality.”5 The 
pastoral space is vulnerable, even in Virgil’s conception, and continually under threat 
from what Marx refers to as the “counterforce” (25) a pressure coming from both sides, 
of wild nature and of civilization that threatens the delicate balance of the idealized space 
that lies between. Thus conceived, the pastoral space is neither wholly wild nor wholly 
civilized. This idealized setting, then, might appear to be an apt model for the kinds of 
blended human and natural spaces that we encounter in Zola (typically gardens), as well 
as in Maupassant’s fiction, where the Normandy seacoast figures as a site characterized 
by natural splendor, and thus in many ways takes on the idealized functions of the 
pastoral setting. However, in the works by Émile Zola and Guy de Maupassant discussed 
in the pages to follow, we shall see that the spaces do not fall so easily into the pastoral 
                                               
“chevaliers armez/ de totes armes ascemez” galloping through the trees. See Chrétien de 
Troyes, Perceval ou le conte du Graal, Ed. Trans. Charles Méla, Paris: Poche, 1990, ff. 
72-3, 99-100. 
5 Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America, 
New York & London: Oxford UP, 1964, p. 19. Hereinafter: Marx. 
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definition either. The Paradou for instance, is a garden that, though it incorporates 
elements of both the pastoral and the natural, is nevertheless a manmade space and thus 
set apart from both wild nature, and the pastoral ideal. Zola complicates the Paradou by 
leaving the garden untended, which permits the vegetation to return to something like its 
natural state. In this sense, the Paradou is not the pastoral (and never was) but instead 
resembles that ideal after two successive waves of destruction (first manmade, then 
natural) passed over it.   
 Maupassant’s use of natural spaces is less well defined given that, unlike Zola, 
they are not enclosed, delimited spaces like the Paradou, but are rather part of the vast 
Norman landscape. His stories and novels often build on the tension between the 
undefined exterior of the physical landscape, with particular attention paid to the forests, 
farmland, and seacoast regions of his native Normandy, in contradiction to the interiors 
of enclosed objects such as houses, castles, coaches, and boats that give the appearance of 
being walled off from their surroundings. Maupassant treats these enclosed spaces as 
though they were feminine. For Maupassant, the feminine is neither found in wild-
growing nature (as in the landscape) nor is it contained and held under some form of 
control (as in the garden), but is rather the domestic space. Because of this important 
distinction, we might be inclined to view Maupassant’s work as opposed to Zola’s. It is 
certainly true that Maupassant views gender difference, spatially expressed or otherwise, 
in ways that are fundamentally different from Zola’s viewpoints, though it is not as 
simple as a spatial opposition, exterior versus the interior, for instance, or the natural-
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feminine versus the domestic-feminine. In what follows, we shall see that there are 
meaningful differences in the way that Zola and Maupassant deploy these clichés. 
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Chapter One: Hetero(sexual)topias: Relational Spaces and the Female Body in 
Émile Zola’s La Faute de l’abbé Mouret 
 
Introduction 
 In analyzing Émile Zola’s novels, one often finds it difficult to discuss a character 
without also examining the objects they use or the spaces they inhabit. Frequently these 
objects and spaces take on significance and meaning, becoming rather like characters 
themselves. Many have already addressed Zola’s use of space in other novels (Germinal 
in particular). Thus far no one appears to have closely examined the spatial relationships 
in La Faute de l’abbé Mouret. This is an important omission in the critical record, given 
that the action of the novel is so thoroughly tied to the spaces where it occurs. The central 
conflict of the novel resides in the question of whether Serge, the ascetic village priest, 
will accept his masculine role within society, as Albine tempts him to do during the 
second part of the novel, or whether he will return to his asexual life of church-bound 
abnegation and denial. While this is the overt central narrative of the novel, the spaces in 
which the story plays out take on their own character, and thus assume a particular 
significance within the novel.6 In the first section of the novel, the important spatial 
relationships center on social spaces contained within les Artaud (most importantly the 
church, the basse-cour); later in the novel the importance shifts from spaces within the 
village to the relationship between Serge’s church its heterotopic relationship to the 
                                               
6 The theme of a social milieu’s influence on a person’s physical being is prevalent 
throughout Zola’s work, though the thematic is rarely as individualized as it is here. 
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walled garden, known locally as le Paradou, in the hills to the north of the village. 
 Relatively little has been written in general on La Faute de l’abbé Mouret, though 
much of what little does exist examines the Edenic qualities of the garden, and thus 
equates the structure of the novel to that of Genesis (Zola himself claims “Je calque le 
drame de la Bible”7). There are many studies in this vein, some published as recently as 
2012.8  
 Charles Bernheimer, meanwhile, examines La Faute in terms of fin-de-siècle 
decadence.9 Dorothy Kelly, who has incisively examined the treatment of women across 
Les Rougon-Macquart, has also done important work that will be of particular 
significance to my argument.10 Hollie Markland Harder’s psychoanalytic approach to the 
novel proves to be closest to my inquiry.11  
 No critics have, as yet, discussed the problematic spatial relationships explored by 
Zola in this novel. In the first section, the spaces of les Artaud come together to form a 
system of specific relationships that will prove problematic for Serge. In the second part 
of the novel, the garden space of le Paradou becomes a stand-in for the body of Albine, 
the novel’s central female character. What is perhaps even more interesting about the 
                                               
7 N.A.F. 10294, fol. 3r.  
8 See Paola Carmangnani, “Paradisi impossibili: Spazi vegetali nel romanzo fin-de-
siècle,” Altre Modernità, No. 7, (May, 2012), pp. 79-96. 
9 See Charles Bernheimer, “Naturalist Decadence/ Decadent Naturalism,” in Decadent 
Subjects, Eds. T. Jefferson Kline and Naomi Schor, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP 2002, 
pp. 59-103. Hereafter: DS.  
10 See Dorothy Kelly, Reconstructing Woman: From Fiction to Reality in the Nineteenth-
Century Novel, University Park, PA: Penn State UP, 2007. 
11 See Hollie Markland Harder, “The Woman Beneath: The Femme de Marbre in Zola’s 
La Faute de l’abbé Mouret,” in Émile Zola, Ed. Harold Bloom. Broomhall, PA: Chelsea 
House, 2004, pp. 131-150.  
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treatment of the social space of the garden is the way in which it appears to represent 
Zola’s response to another space, represented in Rousseau’s La nouvelle Héloïse.  We 
shall see that in both novels the principal female characters (Julie and Albine) become 
inseparable from these social spaces. For Rousseau, this fusion of body and space 
represents a potentially successful (though ultimately illusory) evolution in the lovers’ 
relationship. Zola, by contrast appears to signal that seeking comfort in displacing desire 
onto space is both unhealthy and an illusion.  
 
Les Artaud: The Illusion of Unentangled Space 
 The opening section of La Faute establishes what initially appears to be three 
distinct spaces: a small village in Provence known as les Artaud, a working barnyard, and 
the village church. The first space, we learn, takes its name from its inhabitants who are 
themselves all interrelated, and who are scarcely ever mentioned as individuals.12 The 
blankness of the landscape, the village, and the people who inhabit it is intentional. In his 
Dossier préparatoire, Zola discloses his intentions for the peasants, writing, “ce serait 
comme un fond gris, innommé, une masse […] sur laquelle je détacherais mon drame 
humain. Je les montrerais toujours dans le fond de la scène.”13  This ill-defined state of 
the village as a space reveals that the countryside and the people who live there have little 
importance to the main story and draws attention to the other two important and clearly 
articulated spaces within the town: the crumbling church that belongs to the young 
                                               
12 See DS pp. 60.  
13 N.A.F. 10.294, fol. 13r. 
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village priest, Serge Mouret; and the adjoining basse-cour over which his sister, Désirée, 
presides. 
 The distinction among these three spaces is of particular importance for Serge 
who “était heureux de se savoir à part, créature châtrée, déviée, marquée de la tonsure 
ainsi qu’une brebis du Seigneur.”14 Serge is, of course, not truly castrated, though he 
needs to believe himself so in order to repress what Zola represents as his instinctive 
sexual desire.  
In seeing himself as à part, Serge wishes to believe that his church, too, is 
separate from the social spaces of the village and the basse-cour and is in fact a relational 
or heterotopic space. A heterotopia, writes Michel Foucault, is “a certain [space] that 
[has] the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as 
to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror, 
or reflect.”15 He further defines the term, writing that these are “something like counter-
sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites 
[…] are simultaneously represented, contested and inverted” (24). The church then, in 
Serge’s view, occupies a role that enacts the difference that he sees separating himself 
from all (heterosexual) men.  
This belief is, of course, an illusion, though Zola spends considerable effort to 
show how elaborate Serge’s delusions are. We first experience this as an opposition 
                                               
14 Émile Zola, “La Faute de l’abbé Mouret,” in Les Rougon-Macquart, 5 vols., Ed. Henri 
Mittérand, Paris: Pléiade, 1960, pp, 1234, hereafter Faute. 
15 See Michel Foucault, “On Other Spaces,” Trans. J. Miskowiec, Diacritics, Vol 16 No. 
1 (Spring 1986), pp. 23. Hereafter Foucault.  
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between dirty and clean. Having said morning mass, Serge looks out from the church 
steps toward the village and sees the world as filthy, full of “[m]isérables maisons, faites 
de pierres sèches et de planches maçonnées…Elles étaient au nombre d’une trentaine, les 
unes tassées dans le fumier, noires de misère” (1: 1231).16 The church is for him a 
protected space, both a spiritual sanctuary where he is in control and a refuge from 
traditional (and, as Serge sees it, filthy) human sexual commerce. Zola’s drawing of les 
Artaud in his preparatory documents suggests there is such a distinction, where the 
church sits far to one side of the town and is given its own clear space to the left side of 
the map, while the village itself is represented as a loose grouping of houses that stand 
apart from the church,17 which Zola describes as being built upon elevated ground that 
“descendit en pente jusqu’au village” (Faute 1:1229).  
At first it appears that Serge is right to see a distinction between his church and 
the closely associated basse-cour and les Artaud. Both the basse-cour and the town fall 
into the category of “everyday” spaces (non-heterotopias). Dirty as these spaces are, 
though, they still define an inhabited social space. In Civilization and its Discontents, 
Freud writes 
We recognize that a country has attained a high level of civilization when 
we find that everything in it that can be helpful in exploiting the earth for 
man’s benefit and in protecting him against nature—everything, in short, 
                                               
16 While Zola does much with dirt in this novel, the opposition of “dirty-clean” is 
addressed much more completely in L’Assommoir. 
17 See N.A.F. 10294, fol. 29r.  
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that is useful to him—is cultivated and effectively protected.18  
The basse-cour performs a necessary part of culture, in that it shapes nature and puts it to 
use in the service of mankind. All the same, doing this necessary work churns up a 
certain amount of dirt, Freud observes: “[d]irt of any kind seems incompatible with 
civilization; we extend our demands for cleanliness to the human body also” (55). In fact, 
the need to expunge dirt extends beyond the body and reaches into mankind’s thoughts 
and even his immortal soul. Serge’s work is similarly concerned with ensuring his 
congregation’s spiritual hygiene. In order for him to complete his task effectively, he 
needs to believe himself separate from those he oversees.  
Serge’s need for difference is inscribed both spatially by means of the church’s 
walls, and textually onto his body, through Zola’s descriptions of Serge. Zola makes the 
distinction between church and village—and by extension between Serge and the 
villagers—principally through his description of the church, which he describes as “toute 
blanche” (1:1219), and which remains “toute blafarde des pâleurs de la matinée” (1:1220) 
despite the rising sun. After saying morning mass, Serge returns to the sacristy, where we 
see him “achevant une tasse de lait” in “la fraîcheur de la salle à manger” (1:1227). Zola 
now turns the space’s interior pallor and coldness to Serge himself, who “gardait toute 
l’ombre morte du séminaire. Pendant des années il n’avait pas connu le soleil. Il l’ignorait 
même encore, les yeux fermés, fixés sur l’âme, n’ayant que du mépris pour la nature 
damnée” (1:1232). As Hollie Markland Harder points out, the pallor or whiteness extends 
                                               
18 See Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, Trans. Joan Riviere, London: 
Hogarth Press, 1957, pp. 53-4. Hereafter, Discontents. Emphasis mine. 
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even to the pale marble slab that marks the grave of Caffin, the village’s recently 
deceased priest.19  We might understand all this whiteness and Serge’s deathly pallor as 
his attempted refusal to participate in what Bernheimer refers to as the “general 
economy” (61) wherein the sun is presented as the principal animator of all life on earth, 
promoting germination, renewal and fertility” (61) that animates the surrounding 
countryside, covering the area around les Artaud in “une végétation formidable [qui] 
crevait ce sol de cailloux” (1: 1230).20 By refusing participation, Serge, while not yet 
dead, is just as certainly not fully alive.  
While Zola establishes that Serge understands the church as a kind of dead 
space—but not necessarily heterotopic (i.e. relational)—and of himself as a lifeless body, 
other aspects of the text conspire to undermine the notion of separateness between church 
and the other two surrounding spaces. In fact the church is not a separate, relational 
(heterotopic) space.  
Zola does much to suggest an entangled relationship between what Serge 
considers separate spaces, but nowhere is it more clear than in Zola’s diagram in the 
Documents préparatoires (N.A.F. 10294 30r) that demonstrates that the church, 
cemetery, and basse-cour do not simply unite on the same piece of ground, but come to 
                                               
19 See Markland Harder, p. 143.  
20 N.A.F. 10294, fol. 29r. Zola initially envisioned that the main road between Plassans 
and la Palud as passing through les Artaud, before revising his design to make les Artaud 
a more isolated space, surrounded on three sides by “terres brûlées,” while the west-
facing side of the church lies beside a “gouffre.” Zola writes in the bottom right corner of 
the page, “Le chemin de Plassans à la Palud à une lieue des Artauds [sic.].” 
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represent the networked organs of a single shared and enclosed space.21 Zola’s drawing 
shows that the basse-cour is separated from both the cemetery and the church by a porous 
“barrière,” through which animals sometimes escape from one space to another (1:1264). 
The drawing shows a similar relationship between the basse-cour and the church, whose 
living areas (sacristy, kitchen, and salon) are in rooms located on either side of a short 
passageway that connects the two spaces. 
In addition to this interconnectedness, the boundaries of the church, much like the 
fence that encloses the basse-cour, are porous to intrusion. Small birds enter the space 
through broken windows, and Serge’s maid, la Teuse, complains that Désirée has been 
scattering grains of rice within to encourage them to enter. Meanwhile, as Serge is saying 
mass, the odors of the basse-cour waft through a door that Désirée has left open. Finally 
Serge himself is incapable of isolating himself from la nature damnée. His reasons for 
wishing to do so are evident: the Church rejects Nature in favor of the “spirit,” which alas 
remains connected to his body and its physical needs.  
 This relationship becomes even more problematic when we consider that the 
person responsible for the second important space in the novel, the basse-cour, is Serge’s 
own sister, Désirée. While the young priest can see himself as a being à part from the 
villagers, whose behavior he views with a certain disdain, it is impossible to deny his 
                                               
21 Zola writes, at top left: “Le Hameau n’est pas sur une route. Il est à trois L[ieux] d’un 
chemin vicinal qui va de Plassans à la Palud…Le Hameau à 25 feux (140 têtes environ).” 
Note the dashed lines that indicate the porous “barrière[s]” that separate both the 
cemetery and church from Désirée’s space. These spaces, while separate, are 
interdependent in much the same way that organs in the body have separate functions, but 
require the others in order to constitute a fully functioning organism. 
 
   
17 
connection to her.  
Returning from a visit to an old ruin outside the village on the evening of the 
same day that opens the novel,22 Serge encounters his sister, “les cheveux tombants, les 
bras toujours nus jusqu’aux coudes” (1: 1262); she is the picture of vigor and health. 
Taking her brother by the hand—and at times physically restraining him from leaving the 
basse-cour—Désirée gives him a tour of the stalls and cages where her charges live and 
breed. And while Serge is bothered by the general economy that animates the landscape, 
Désirée revels in it. Zola describes her in detail, writing that, “Grandie à la 
campagne, …elle avait poussé en plein fumier” (1:1262). Thus her body and the space of 
les Artaud, “les maisons tassées dans le fumier,” become linked. While Zola describes the 
villagers as resembling the animals that Désirée keeps, so does she, with her disheveled 
appearance that leaves her seeming wild, and her “pauvreté d’esprit…la rapprochait aux 
animaux,” resemble not so much a woman as a “belle bête” and an “ânesse de race” 
(1:1262).  
Devaluing as Zola’s initial description of Désirée and her space might at first 
appear, he then tempers it, adding a sublime element: “ni demoiselle, ni paysanne,” 
describing her in subsequent passages as, “une fille nourrie de la terre, avec une ampleur 
d’épaules et un front borné de jeune déesse” (1:1262, emphasis added).23 Zola reminds us 
that, while Désirée’s role is maternal, she herself remains a virgin. While Serge’s 
                                               
22 This is Serge’s first experience of the Paradou. For the moment, he only sees the 
garden from the far side of its enclosing walls. A detailed exploration of Serge’s 
subsequent experiences at le Paradou will be given in later sections of this chapter.  
23 According to Hollie Markland Harder, this déesse is Cyblèle, goddess of the earth.  
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virginity is represented as something unhealthy or unnatural (he believes that he is 
castrated, after all), Désirée’s virginity is portrayed in a more positive light. All the same, 
Zola still characterizes her asexuality as unnatural (even as he likens her to the goddess 
Cybèle). His description makes it clear that Désirée’s maternal virginity is linked to her 
never having suffered the “vertiges” (1:1263) of puberty. Having skipped that 
developmental step entirely, she has transitioned from innocent child to mature and 
maternal woman. It is in this way that we might understand her “simplicity”: the general 
economy of Nature does not partake of the symbolic realm, but functions unconsciously, 
generating new life through old, growing new vegetation, giving birth to new bodies that 
it “offers up…to the impersonal forces of sexuality and death, which happily accept the 
sacrifice in the name of life” (DS 61-62). Zola’s characterization of Désirée suggests that 
her simplicity expresses a certain lack of individuality or devotion to the ego that so 
defines her brother’s existence.  
Désirée’s “simplicity” and her status as goddess stand in particular contrast to her 
brother’s absorption in language and discourse, in particular the Latin Bible and the 
Christian liturgy. Luce Irigaray, in her most recent book In the Beginning She Was, 
provides a way of looking at this division between brother and sister. Irigaray details a 
long process of the “othering” applied to women that from the earliest stages of the 
western tradition excluded them from discourse. She explains that, “[m]an no longer 
listens to the Goddess,” whom she identifies in philosophical texts as the original source 
of inspiration for philosophical discourse. Instead of listening to this mythical Her:  
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[Man] breaks the bond with Her—or her…He was born from her, and 
became starting from her. He forgets this origin of life, of his first energy: 
no longer singing her, no longer saying her…[Men] might celebrate [this 
original inspiration] between themselves, but instead they exchange 
artificially coded words, extraneous to the flesh.24  
According to Irigaray, the problem with language is that it cannot capture Nature’s 
essence. “Words,” she writes, “cannot show life more than it shows itself, unless they cut 
it off from the sap that gives it unity” (33). To describe a living thing, then, we must first 
destroy it. The word kills, because it forces “conformity to an image,” instead of 
encouraging “faithfulness to a seed, an earth, a nourishment that are proper to [the 
flower]” (33).  
Why flee into discourse, then? Nancy Chodorow illuminates the masculine need 
to reject the original feminine origins of discourse, in Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 
where she traces its lineage to male childhood development. She explains:  
The mother initially has complete power over the child’s satisfaction of 
needs and first forbids instinctual activities, by encouraging the child’s 
first sadistic impulses to be directed against her and her body. This creates 
enormous anxiety for the child. Fear of the father is not so threatening. It 
                                               
24 Luce Irigaray, In the Beginning, She Was, London: Bloomsbury, 2013, pp. 49. 
Hereafter, Irigaray.  
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develops later in life and as a result of specific processes of which the boy 
is more “aware” that he is experiencing.25 
So we understand that Serge’s retreat into discourse parallels this process of othering and 
rejection that Chodorow sees as the principal source of male consciousness, both 
historically (according to Irigaray) and developmentally from the male child’s earliest 
psychological state.   
As for Désirée it is not immediately clear what we are to make of this description 
of her othering, except that it indicates that she is both earthly and divine and that Zola 
depicts her limitations in terms that are at least to some degree positive. She is not so 
much handicapped as she is deified by a simplicity that in no way compromises her 
mastery of her ascribed domain. It is instead her simplicity as a natural maternal figure 
that Zola describes as the source of her delight: “Elle trouva une satisfaction continue à 
sentir autour d’elle un pullulement. Des tas de fumier, des bêtes accouplées, se dégageait 
un flot de génération, au milieu duquel elle goûtait les joies de la fécondité” (1:1263).  
Such a description of virginal motherhood blends seamlessly into an extended 
exploration of Désirée’s space, where among “toutes ces mères, …elle était comme la 
mère commune, la mère naturelle, laissant tomber de ses doigts […] une sueur 
d’engendrement” (1:1263-4). In this space, amid the odors of animal life (and death), and 
amidst heaps of straw and of manure, she is most at home. It is worth noting that 
Désirée’s work in the basse-cour takes on a particularly sexual character. To illustrate 
                                               
25 See Nancy Chodorow, “Being and Doing,” in Feminisim and Psychoanalytic Theory, 
New Haven: Yale UP, 1989, pp. 34.   
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this, one of the roosters approaches her: “Il regardait la jeune fille de son œil de braise, la 
tête tournée, la queue élargie. Puis, il vint se planter au bord de ses jupes” (1:1267); later, 
she drinks milk directly from the teats of one of the mother goats in the stables 
(1:1269).26 Juxtaposed, these images situate Désirée in an odd space, where she features 
as mate, mother, and offspring of the various creatures living in the basse-cour. Her own 
virginity should place her outside of this economy, but for Zola the two conditions are not 
mutually exclusive. Désirée’s naturalness is natural, while Serge’s retreat from Nature 
into discourse is debased and unhealthy.  
While Désirée revels in her space, the basse-cour proves uncomfortable for her 
brother. He is tormented by the odors, and by the sight of a flock of chickens devouring a 
worm his sister plucks from a pile of manure. He shrinks away from the animals, telling 
her, “Ça m’inquiète, quand je touche des bêtes vivantes” (1:1269). The more we are 
invited to see things from Serge’s perspective, the more horrifying they become, until, 
near the end of the chapter, Zola juxtaposes a “chèvre de pierre…qui forniquait avec un 
moine”—part of a decoration on a gargoyle Serge once saw in Plassans—with the live 
goats who, “puant le bouc…offraient leurs mamelles pendantes à tout venant” (1:1269).  
                                               
26 Dorothy Kelly points to a similar image in L’Assommoir. She writes, “[i]t is significant 
that Mes-Bottes wants to attach his mouth to the opening of the [still].” Here the device 
functions “almost…[as] an image of the mother’s internal sex organs.” While in this 
image Nature is replaced with a mechanical device, Kelly sees a kinship between the 
mechanical reproduction of the still and maternity. She further writes that, “One must 
conclude that this association of giant women [among whom we may count Désirée] and 
artificial wombs does not present a sunny utopian future for mankind, but rather a 
nightmarish vision for heredity and effects of industrialism on the human race.” See 
Reconstructing Woman: From Fiction to Reality in the Nineteenth-Century French 
Novel, University Park: Penn State UP, 2007, pp. 103, 106. Hereafter: RW.  
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Much as Serge cannot divide himself from his physical body, the spaces described 
in this first part of the novel also function as a symbiotic and indivisible unit. Thus the 
constellation formed by the basse-cour, church, and cemetery circumscribes the lifecycle 
of a typical villager, whose birth, marriage and death would all be registered there, and 
presided over by Serge. Similarly, the animal life of the basse-cour reproduces (in animal 
form) the life cycle of the villagers. Meanwhile Désirée in her maternal role seems more 
powerful than Serge in his position as (church) father. He does not preside directly over 
the lives of the villagers, but instead acts as a go-between; his sister does not work as an 
intermediary, but instead is directly involved with the mating, birth, and the necessary 
slaughter of the creatures under her care.  
For Serge, the “production” of the basse-cour, and by extension of les Artaud, is 
problematic, because it is a product of la nature damnée. Ascetic that he is, Serge rejects 
participation in Nature’s “general economy” beyond what will secure his immediate 
survival. While Bernheimer characterizes the production of the basse-cour as largely 
asexual, it is significant that the person in charge of this economy is a woman. Désirée’s 
maternal position adds to the problematic value of this space and its entanglement with 
Serge’s church.  
The entanglement of these two spaces finally becomes undeniable, once Désirée 
permits Serge to leave the basse-cour and return to his church. Here he finds the interior 
transformed into a forest, having been decorated with greenery brought in by the village 
girls in anticipation of an approaching feast day. Turning away from the imported 
greenery, Serge watches in horror as the statue of the Virgin transforms into a 
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representation of the moon (1:1285), and this transformation marks the beginning of a 
hallucination that ultimately turns Mary from the sacred virgin into a sexual object.  
Critics explain the onset of this hallucination in a number of ways. Henri 
Mittérand, in his biography of Zola, points to both an illness suffered in Zola’s youth and 
to the author’s interest in research concerning the physiological and psychological effects 
of celibacy on clergymen. He writes that Zola had, some years before undertaking La 
Faute, read a study on this subject.27 Another explanation lies in the sections interposed 
between our first meeting of Serge and our encounter with Désirée: his visit to the ruin 
outside the village, where he meets Albine, the fille sauvage who will occupy a more 
important role in the later parts of the novel, when she triggers a sort of sexual awakening 
in Serge that he cannot reconcile with his chaste love for the Virgin Mary. 
There is another possibility, namely that in this moment Serge realizes what he 
should have already long understood: that he too is a sexual being, just like everyone 
else. Both the Virgin Mary’s and Désirée’s (re)production is sanctioned by the church, 
because in both cases the women involved remain chaste. This is to say that the purpose 
of the virgin birth is to sever parturition from a woman’s sexual experience. Désirée, 
whose maternity elides her sexuality, and who displaces her own desires onto the mating 
of barnyard animals, can experience maternal production without being sexual. It helps 
that her production falls within church-governed space. Mary and Désirée are thus 
                                               
27 Mittérand points to an essay by the medical doctor Jean-Ennemond Dufieux, Nature et 
virginité, considérations physiologiques sur le célibat religieux. See Henri Mittérand, 
Zola, 3 vols. Paris : Fayard, 2001: II 224 n1. Hereafter: Zola.  
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“denatured” women, and this denaturing of female sexuality is important for Serge’s 
understanding of his own masculinity, because it allows him to claim control over 
childbirth (and thus legislate female sexuality), 28 and because it divorces the Virgin Mary 
from identification with the Earth archetype. According to Ernst Neumann, this archetype 
is most often associated with “what is below, dark, feminine, and passive, but also what 
is of this world, corporeal, tangible, material and static.” 29 In Désirée’s basse-cour we 
see much of what Neumann associates with this archetype represented in this scene. 
Neumann elaborates that this “patriarchal image of the Earth was unambiguously 
negative” (169), and so it is in Serge’s worldview. He can barely stand to visit the basse-
cour without becoming dizzy from the animal odors and the sight of so much active 
                                               
28 For a detailed discussion of the medicalization of childbirth in France, and the 
replacement of the sage-femme by the doctor or surgeon, see Yvonne Kniebiehler and 
Catherine Fouquet, La femme et les médecins, Chapter VI, “Les femmes soignantes,” 
Paris: Fayard, 1983, pp. 177-199. In particular the first section, “Accoucheuses, 
accoucheurs,” chronicles the medical profession’s intrusion into childbirth, the legal 
regulations that required doctors be present at a woman’s bedside, and the birth of the 
field of obstetrics.  
The medicalization of the female body led to further and perhaps unintended 
consequences. Ann-Louise Shapiro writes, “In both medical theory and clinical practice, 
alienists produced evidence that the female reproductive cycle was a kind of pathology 
that placed women chronically at risk,” and that furthermore, as a result, a woman was 
“in a permanent state of physical, mental, and spiritual disequilibrium in which she 
fluctuated between reason and unreason.” These observations might prove interesting to a 
discussion of female criminal behavior in Zola’s other novels, in particular with regard to 
Séverine’s behavior in La Bête humaine. See “Disordered Bodies/ Disorderly Acts: 
Medical Discourse and the Female Criminal in Nineteenth-Century Paris,” in Gendered 
Domains, Eds. Dorothy O. Helly, S. M. Reverby, Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1992, 
pp. 125.  
29 Ernst Neumann, Fear of the Feminine, Trans. Boris Matthews, E. Doughty, E. Rolfe, 
M. Cullingworth, Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1994, pp. 167. Hereafter: Neumann.  
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animal flesh.30  
The greenery-filled church confirms for Serge that there is effectively no 
difference between the church’s interior space and the exterior (earthly) world. This 
distinction has already been under assault, given the church’s porous nature to the 
exterior spaces, and this final revelation shows that Serge’s beliefs are illusions that he 
has raised up as a guard against the encroaching of natural, feminine space. The church, 
Serge realizes, is a part of the same social space defined by the basse-cour, cemetery, and 
village, rather than à part from it. This erasure of any spatial difference proves 
problematic because it must necessarily erase the difference between Serge and everyone 
else in les Artaud—and thus, having fallen victim to what Pierre Bourdieu describes as 
“the ruinous choice between the ‘material’ and the ‘spiritual’ or ‘ideal,’”31 Serge comes 
to realize that he too is a material, and thus sexual being. And so when he retires to his 
chamber and sees the statue of the Virgin that he keeps there, his attention focuses on the 
only bare skin visible in the representation, “le visage rose, avec des yeux clairs, […] des 
mains roses, des mains d’enfant, montrant l’extrémité des doigts sous les plis du voile, 
[…] des pieds adorablement nus” (1:1311), and the difference between religious and 
sexual fetish falls away before his (and our) eyes.  
                                               
30 Even so, the Earth archetype remains ingrained in present cultural discourse. Ina May 
Gaskin uses similar language, writing that “[the laboring mother] becomes less of an 
individual personality and more like an elemental force—like a tornado, an earthquake, 
or a hurricane, with its own laws of behavior.” See “Laboring Mothers as Elemental 
Forces,” in Spiritual Midwifery, Third ed. Summertown, TN: The Book Publishing 
Company, 1977, 1980, 1990, pp. 348.   
31 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination, Trans. Richard Nice, Stanford: Stanford UP, 
2001, pp. 3. Hereafter: MD. 
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Serge’s crisis is not simply a repressed sexual desire asserting itself, but a spatial 
crisis as well. Here he recognizes that the church, a space he believed ascribed to him, is 
not fully his, but is porous to feminine influence, thus subverting the clear gender 
divisions he believed to be imposed upon the spaces of the village. What is odd, though, 
is that this porousness and confusion subverts Serge’s belief in his own difference—that 
he is not only separate from women, but also from other men. In this context it is perhaps 
not so surprising that his ultimate impulse is not to assert his masculinity and take 
possession32 of the Virgin Mary, but rather to implore her to erase the difference between 
them: “châtrez en moi l'humanité, faites-moi eunuque parmi les hommes, afin de me 
livrer sans peur le trésor de votre virginité!” (1:1315). 
For Serge, a person’s body and the social space that is ascribed to it (his church, 
for instance) are one and the same. Yet here we see that his space—his church—has been 
infected by the Natural and the feminine, and this, whether it is the cause of his physical 
collapse or not, colors the fever-dream he experiences before he finally loses 
consciousness in the closing lines of the novel’s first section.  
 
Within a Walled Garden: The Heterotopos and Sexuality 
 From this entangled social space, the action of the novel moves to le Paradou, the 
partially ruined chateau and pavilion, with its overgrown gardens that Serge visits with 
                                               
32 Bourdieu describes the difference in male sexuality as “a social relation of domination” 
whereby male desire is principally the desire “for possession, eroticized domination” 
(MD 21). 
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his uncle Pascal during the opening section of the novel. Le Paradou, unlike Serge’s 
church or Désirée’s basse-cour, is not, as far as we can tell, an entangled space, but is set 
apart from les Artaud and so stands in relation to it.33 Though Zola gives a detailed 
description of the pavilion where Serge and Albine spend the first chapters of this second 
section of the novel, it is immediately apparent that the garden will be the central focus, 
as Albine declares that Serge, in order to get well, needs “des arbres, de la fraîcheur, de la 
tranquillité” (1:1317), and that all of these comforts are readily available in le Paradou.  
 Le Paradou is good for Serge simply because it is not the village, not the basse-
cour, not his church, which is to say that it represents a heterotopos, one that maintains a 
relational distance from the entangled social spaces of the village. Foucault, in his essay 
on heterotopias, identifies the garden as one of the oldest and most important of such 
relational spaces (Foucault 25-6).34 If le Paradou functions as a heterotopos, it also 
functions as a symbolic representation of the female body.  
The connection between garden (or some part thereof) and the female body is 
nothing especially new. One of the earliest example in French literature is the walled 
garden in the Roman de la rose, where the rose itself occupies—among many other 
positions—the place of the lover’s body. It is unlikely that Zola knew of this particular 
                                               
33 Zola’s notes indicate that a “grand pli de terrain sépar[e] le Pavillon du village.” See 
N.A.F. 10294, fol. 69r. and fig. 1 above.  
34 John B. Jackson writes that in some European countries the separation of the garden 
from “its workday surroundings” had a “certain legal status” that meant it was “never 
taxed nor was it liable for tithes.” Hence the garden stands as separate from and “other” 
to farmland or other social spaces that fall within the traditional jurisdictions. See “Past 
and Present of the Vernacular Garden,” in The Vernacular Garden, Eds. John Dixon 
Hunt and Joachim Wolschke-Bulman, Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1993, pp. 11-
12. 
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example, or of the many different ways social space was recast to represent the body in 
the intervening centuries. What is clear is that Zola, aware or not of this long tradition, is 
making use of the connection between social space and female body in a similar way, and 
that while we might see other implications—political, literary, and architectural—in le 
Paradou, what interests us here is the importance he gives to gendered space. Before we 
turn our attention to the Paradou proper, it will prove helpful to examine a more recent 
precursor, of which Zola was more than likely aware, Julie’s Élysée, from Rousseau’s La 
nouvelle Héloïse.  
 
Rousseau’s Clarens Élysée: The Garden as Compensatory Solution 
The Paradou does have a more explicit lineage to a modern precursor of a 
gendered garden, which we find in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s novel La nouvelle Héloïse. 
This connection may at first seem tenuous, for throughout the Rougon-Macquart, Zola 
makes scant reference to Rousseau. Furthermore, André Blanc, who has performed an in-
depth analysis of the Clarens Élysée as “la projection de la fémininité et, plus 
précisement, du sexe de Julie,”35 sees little connection between the novels. Blanc 
explains that though “les jardins ne sont pas rares” in Zola’s œuvre, he further explains 
that, “une lecture du Paradou […] me paraîtrait peu féconde” (Blanc 373-4). It is 
unfortunate that Blanc rejects a similar reading of the Paradou, in particular because he 
seems to do so for superficial reasons, namely that “Alors que, dans le roman de Zola, 
                                               
35 See André Blanc, “Le jardin de Julie,” in Dix-Huitième Siècle, No. 14, 1982, Au 
tournant des lumières (1780-1820), pp. 360.  
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l’esprit est vaincu par la chair,” wheras this same spirit “triomphe à Clarens” (Blanc 374). 
Blanc thus renounces the comparison because while the two spaces have a similar, if not 
identical function, the outcomes represented in Rousseau and Zola’s novels are different.  
This critical rejection of kinship aside, there is a dearth of direct evidence in 
Zola’s fictional corpus to suggest a direct lineage between the Clarens Élysée in Julie and 
the Paradou in La Faute. In La Fortune des Rougon Zola mentions Rousseau by name 
once. Silvère Mouret, we learn, has read many times over, “un volume de Rousseau, qu’il 
avait découvert chez le fripier voisin, au milieu de vieilles serrures” (RM 1: 139).36 Apart 
from this indirect reference Zola avoids naming any specific works by Rousseau, or 
characterizing him as a key influence in his own writing. The remainder of the Rougon-
Macquart, in addition to all of Zola’s fiction completed before 1870, is devoid of explicit 
references to Rousseau or his novels. 
Beyond the novels, however, Zola reveals in his critical writing not only that he 
had read Rousseau, but that he specifically knew La nouvelle Héloïse. In the essays 
contained under the cover of Le Roman experimental, he appears to dismiss Romantic 
novels, mentioning La nouvelle Héloïse, Werther, and René, which to his mind, “ne sont 
que des analyses d’un fait psychologique.”37 Elsewhere, however, Zola praises Rousseau. 
                                               
36 This reference to Rousseau largely serves as characterization for Silvère, who is so 
captivated by this volume that “[c]ette lecture le tenait éveillé jusqu’au matin” (RM 1: 
139). The hold this volume has on Silvère (Serge Mouret’s uncle), suggests much about 
the young republican’s idealistic character. So does the shabby locale in which he first 
finds the book, which draws an apparent parallel between Rousseau’s ideas and the old 
objects put out for scrap. We shall encounter something similar with reference to 
Jeanne’s father, le Baron, in Maupassant’s Une Vie. 
37 See Le Roman experimental, Paris: Charpentier, 1880, p. 257. Hereinafter, R-E. 
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In one of the essays included in Le Roman experimental, entitled “Le Roman,” he 
observes that:  
la nature intervient et règne bientôt avec Rousseau […]; les arbres, les 
eaux, les montagnes, les grands bois deviennent des êtres, reprennent leur 
place dans le mécanisme du monde ; l’homme n’est plus une abstraction 
intellectuelle, la nature le détermine et le complète. (114) 
This observation of Rousseau’s particular ability to attribute agency to nature and to 
natural spaces, is of critical importance to our understanding of the relationship between 
La nouvelle Héloïse and La Faute de l’abbé Mouret. In particular it suggests that Zola 
sees in Rousseau’s use of natural spaces a kinship with his own notions of determinism, 
where a feedback arises between people and their spaces, and where nature’s influence is 
equal in importance to the qualities and attributes of the people who live within it.  
In Book IV of Rousseau’s Nouvelle Héloïse, Saint-Preux has returned to Clarens, 
where he finds something like an ideal society that has sprung up around its benevolent 
masters, Julie and her husband, M. de Wolmar. After describing at length in Lettre X the 
various ways in which Julie’s household embodies the perfection of the master-servant 
(and by extension the parent-child) relationship, Saint-Preux has one further discovery to 
make. It is after having observed “l’effet de la vigilance et des soins de la plus 
respectable mère de famille dans l’ordre de sa maison”38 that he discovers a garden, “tout 
                                               
38 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Julie ou La nouvelle Héloïse, Eds. Bernard Gangebein and 
Marcel Raymond, Henri Coulet, Bernard Guyon, Paris: Pléiade, 1964, p 470. Hereinafter 
JJR OC. Note that the Pléiade edition follows Rousseau’s spelling.   
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proche de la maison,” yet so well “caché par l’allée couverte […] qu’on ne l’aperçoit de 
nulle part” (JJR OC 2:471), which he goes on to describe in detail in Lettre XI.39 
Even though there are differences between the Clarens Élysée and the Paradou, 
Rousseau’s ideas of a decidedly female space converges in important ways with Zola’s. 
Thus both of these metaphorical spaces appear as interesting waypoints within this 
particular tradition of the garden and the body. Though I argue that the Clarens Élysée 
and le Paradou are not fully equivalent structures, Rousseau does use the space of the 
Élysée as a metaphorical representation of Julie’s body. The comforts and problems that 
arise from his representation provide us with an important model for what Zola would 
later take on in La Faute. In both cases, the garden is a metaphor for a woman’s body, 
and what is at stake in both cases is the question of who “owns” this body.  
Before I examine the Clarens Élysée as a gendered space, I must first explore how 
Rousseau constructed the space. The first thing we learn about the space is that Julie’s 
garden, even though it is built on the side of her Clarens estate, is invisible from the 
exterior, shielded from view by a tall hedge that also provides a veiled entry to the space. 
Saint-Preux, on entering, does not at first realize that he has exited the everyday world 
and entered another space entirely, but instead suddenly finds himself “elsewhere.” Here 
he describes how, “je crus voir le lieu le plus sauvage, le plus solitaire de la nature, et il 
                                               
39 This letter, which Rousseau described in early drafts of the novel as “frivole” (JJR OC 
2:1608 n.1), stands in apparent contrast to the more serious philosophical subject matter 
of the letter that preceded it, which describes the utopian society that exists at the Clarens 
estate. And while the content of the letter is less philosophical, the material it deals with 
has a greater bearing on the novelistic aspects of the text, which is our principal interest 
here.  
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me sembloit d’être le premier mortel qui jamais eût pénétré dans ce désert” (JJR OC 
2:471).40 In his surprise, he exclaims, “Julie, le bout du monde est à votre porte!” (2:471). 
Julie quickly corrects him, saying that this is in fact, “le même verger où vous vous êtes 
promené autrefois et où vous vous battiez avec ma cousine à coup de pêches” (2:471). 
Though this space is familiar, Saint-Preux finds it significantly changed, through Julie’s 
intervention, from cultivated ground where “l’herbe était assez aride,” to a space that is 
“frais, verd, habillé, paré, fleuri, arrosé” (2:472). This transformation of what was 
familiar into something new is significant in that it suggests that Julie has undergone a 
transformation of her own, and in fact she has. In the years that Saint-Preux has been 
away, Julie is now married to M. de Wolmar and has given birth to two children. She has 
entered the world of sexual commerce in ways that are socially acceptable, whereas her 
longing for Saint-Preux, which she has supposedly cast aside in marrying Wolmar, was 
not.  
We see, too, that something has changed in Julie’s longing, and I would suggest 
that this change is represented in the space, which she has constructed on her own 
through actual labor, and careful “guidance” of natural processes. The ultimate result is a 
space where careful artifice imitates untamed nature, and where human intervention has 
been carefully hidden to create an illusion of something perfectly natural. In part, as 
Wolmar explains, the artifice is the result of obedience to a particularly strict set of 
                                               
40 Saint-Preux’s words je crus voir initiate a pattern of error on the part of Julie’s former 
lover that suggest that the Élysée, and the purpose for which it was created, are illusions. 
This error is not limited to Saint-Preux, but extends to Julie and M. de Wolmar.   
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rules.41 He explains the anti-geometrical plan of the Élysée to Saint-Preux: “Vous ne 
voyez rien d’aligné, rien de nivelé; jamais le cordeau n’entra dans ce lieu; la nature ne 
plante rien au cordeau” (2:479).42 In part this illusion of naturalness is achieved through, 
“la patience et le temps” (2:476), as Wolmar explains. Julie elaborates: 
la nature semble vouloir dérober aux yeux des hommes ses vrais attraits, 
[…] elle fuit les lieux fréquentés; c’est au sommet des montagnes, au fond 
des forêts, dans les îles désertes qu’elle étale ses charmes les plus 
touchans. Ceux qui l’aiment et ne peuvent l’aller chercher si loin sont 
réduits à lui faire violence, à la forcer en quelque sorte à venir habiter avec 
eux; et tout cela ne peut se faire sans un peu d’illusion. (2:479-80) 
This notion of nature, allowed to do its own work with minimal though effective 
manipulation, reflects Rousseau’s rejection of the particular rhetorical codes established 
by Le Nôtre in the construction of the gardens at Versailles in favor of the more 
“modern” English and Chinese taste in landscape design.43 One might find a political 
                                               
41 We see that even here, where nature is supposedly given free reign, stricture and 
control is the order of the day, because the wildness of the natural, Julie’s feminine 
sexuality included, must be contained at all costs.   
42 This is a particularly English aesthetic. As Elizabeth Barlow Rogers writes, “Beauty 
[…] could not be found, as Descartes and Le Nôtre had found it, in mathematical 
proportion, but rather in such qualities as smallness, smoothness, delicacy, soft hues, 
melodious music, gently undulating surfaces, and curving lines. For gardeners, this last 
quality was of the greatest importance, accounting for the almost complete abandonment 
of straight lines in favor of the continuous S-curve known as Hogarth’s ‘line of beauty.’” 
Elizabeth Barlow Rogers, Landscape Design: A Cultural and Architectural History, New 
York : Harry Abrams, 2001, p. 238. Hereinafter: Rogers. 
43 Rousseau’s disdain for the French style garden is well captured in an encounter 
recorded by the German poet, Christian Felix Weiße, at the Chateau de Montmorency, 
where Rousseau had taken up residence while he was correcting the page proofs for La 
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reading here, that in Julie’s Élysée the overt need to dominate nature, as seen at 
Versailles, has been supplanted by subtler forms of control. For the purposes of this 
study, however, suffice it to say that Rousseau’s interest in English and Chinese gardens 
was multi-faceted, and of particular importance in this instance is the interplay between 
nature left to its own devices and carefully guided artifice. Wolmar stresses to Saint-
Preux that the garden, “ne m’a rien coûté” (2:472), and Julie later points out that it 
contains, “des plantes sauvages ou robustes qu’il suffit de mettre en terre, et qui viennent 
ensuite d’elles-mêmes” (2:479). Nature provides the labor, and yet the garden’s 
“naturalness” is an illusion created by Julie who guides wild-growing nature toward the 
appearance of being natural. 
This interplay between natural and artificial is important, because these two 
features hold one another in check: while Julie’s Élysée contains no signs or signifiers of 
civilization,44 her intervention keeps the space from being entirely wild, while the natural 
                                               
nouvelle Héloïse. Meeting in the park at Montmorency, Weiße reports that, “ [ich] bald 
die angenehme Gegend bewunderte und ihm zu diesem Aufenthalt Glück wünschte, sagte 
er: Et pourtant elle ne me convient pas. Mon goût est si blasé que j’aimerais mieux être 
dans un desert.” See Appendice LX, in Correspondance complète de Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. 41 Vols. Ed. R. A. Leigh. Geneva, Switzerland: Institut et Musée Voltaire, 
1969; Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969, p. 389.  
44 Which is why the Élysée surpasses even the “naturalness” of a garden like Stowe. 
Typically English gardens would have included objects such as sundials (often bearing 
inscriptions reminding the visitor of the fleeting nature of time) and ruins (either real, or 
ad-hoc constructions), the purpose of which were explicitly to remind the visitor that the 
works of man are insignificant in comparison to the works of the natural world. See 
David R. Coffin, The English Garden: Meditation and Memorial, Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1994.  
 Saint-Preux remarks on this lack of human signifiers, commenting: “Je me figure 
[…] un homme riche de Paris ou de Londres […] amenant avec lui un Architecte 
cherement payé pour gâter la nature” (JJR OC 2:480). Rousseau, in a humorous footnote, 
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growth of vegetation within the space preserves it from the intrusion of the civilized 
world. As we have seen, this, according to Leo Marx, is the definition of the pastoral 
space. In The Machine in the Garden he writes that the pastoral is under constant threat 
from a “counterforce,” which “may impinge upon the pastoral landscape from the side 
bordering intractable nature or the side bordering cultivated civilization.”45 The Élysée, 
then, takes on many qualities of the pastoral space given that it stands in opposition to 
both nature and civilization. The pastoral, however, more typically shows some sign of 
human influence, which the Élysée—as Saint-Preux states in the opening lines of his 
visit—clearly does not.  
The Élysée is thus conceived as a heterotopos, one that is in opposition to both 
wild nature, and the cultivated landscape. Manfred Kusch ultimately sees this type of 
opposition as stasis. He writes that, “the central problem to be resolved [regarding the 
garden] is the question of how directed and continuous movement can be logically 
transformed into a permanent stasis.”46 The paths in the Élysée, for instance, are not 
meant to lead the visitor from one prospect to another, as they would have in a 
conventional landscape garden of the period, but rather serve to redirect the visitor’s 
                                               
goes on to elaborate that, “Je suis persuadé que le tems approche où l’on ne voudra plus 
dans les jardins rien de ce qui se trouve dans la campagne; on n’y souffrira plus ni 
plantes, ni arbrisseaux; on n’y voudra que des fleurs de porcelaine, des magots, des 
treillages, du sable de toutes couleurs, et de beaux vases pleins de rien” (2:480, 
Rousseau’s note). 
45 See Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden, Oxford: Oxford UP, 1964, rpt. 1970, pp. 
25-6.  
46 See Manfred Kusch, “The River and the Garden: Basic Spatial Models in Candide and 
La nouvelle Héloïse,” Eighteenth Century Studies, 12 no. 1 (Autumn, 1978), p. 12. 
Hereafter: Kusch.  
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spatial movement, through a multitude of pathways that are “tortueuses et irrégulières” 
(JJR OC 2:473), thus distorting forward motion into an infinite loop of progress directed 
back against itself.  
 Julie’s Élysée is a very particular kind of heterotopos. Kusch’s definition of 
garden types helps to pin down this particularity. He defines two types of gardens, the 
“exit garden” (Eden), from which one is permanently banished, and the “entrance 
garden” (Elysium), into which one permanently disappears.47 Julie’s Élysée might be, as 
its name implies, such an “entrance garden.” This is not entirely the case. The Clarens 
Élysée, as Kusch points out, is neither a perfect entrance nor exit garden.48 Instead it 
stands at the visitor’s disposal, once permission has been granted, whenever they wish to 
visit. While the space “establishes […] the binary oppositions of inside/outside, 
garden/wilderness, civilization/Nature [… it] also induces the garden-dweller to contain 
centrifugal desires and to contemplate the balanced perfection of an interior state” (Kusch 
11). The garden also “does not constitute the fiction of a new and better world, but rather 
the reconstruction of an old and unspoiled one” (13). It is not immediately apparent how 
to understand the nature of this “unspoiled” state. Certainly it isn’t Eden. This state to 
which Julie and Saint-Preux long to return—their past—appears to be an additional part 
of the illusion created through Julie’s skill in manipulating Nature. And as Kusch makes 
                                               
47 See Kusch, pp. 1-2.  
48 The German Romantics would later do much with this “imperfect” sort of garden, 
suggesting that Eden might perhaps have a “Hintertürchen” (a little back door). It is 
through such a Hintertürchen that the Colonel penetrates the Marquise of O—’s garden in 
Heinrich von Kleist’s Die Marquise von O—, and subsequently penetrates her body.  
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clear, this “balanced perfection” within the garden is only an illusion. The garden is open 
in both directions (i.e. it may be entered and exited), and therefore its visitors remain 
subject to the passage of time even while in its enclosure.49  
It is of particular importance that permission to enter comes not only from Julie, 
but also from her husband, Wolmar. While the space itself is described as belonging to 
and being the result of Julie’s work and “guidance,” Wolmar’s involvement in Saint-
Preux’s entry into the space reaffirms that Julie’s rightful place is with her husband. 
Jacques Berchtold explains that from its outset, “[c]ette première visite du jardin est en 
effet une leçon, elle a lieu dans l’accompagnement de deux guides initiateurs […] Ce 
couple de deux pédagogues-jardiniers s’attachera donc à corriger les premières 
impressions de Saint-Preux.”50 It at first appears that what must be corrected is Saint-
Preux’s understanding of the composition and construction of the space (i.e. that which 
seems “natural” is at least in part an elaborate artifice).  
The garden itself proves key in our further understanding of the situation. 
According to Berchtold the garden represents a separation between discourse (language) 
and Nature: “Julie se consacre au jardinage comme elle aurait pu se consacrer à l’écriture 
si elle avait été Rousseau: elle projette dans la chose réalisée un miroir de son âme” (81). 
                                               
49 Kusch writes, “the river [in this context the stream that provides the water found in 
Julie’s Élysée] represents the beginning of progressive historical time and degradation 
outside the stasis of paradise” (4). Somewhat later he adds that, “Rousseau, though 
conscious of a progressive and irreversible current, nevertheless proclaims the ideal of 
stable and transparent essences, even if in the end only death can maintain the ideal” (15). 
50 See Jacques Berchtold, “L’impossible virginité du jardin verbal. Les leçons de la 
nature selon la Lettre IV, 11 de La nouvelle Héloïse,” in Rousseauismus: 
Naturevangelium und Literatur, Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1999, pp. 55, emphasis original. 
Hereafter: Berchtold.  
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He goes on to explain that: “L’état de nature est donc situé à l’horizon d’un processus 
asymptotique qui dépasse toute possibilité de réalisation…[et] pour Rousseau, l’enjeu est 
de dire cet état de nature au moyen de l’instrument essentiellement infidèle et corrompu 
qu’est le langage” (81-2). Berchtold believes that Rousseau can have it both ways: Julie’s 
garden, he contends, is a rhetorical artifice (Rousseau’s words, Julie’s careful 
manipulation of the natural world). At the same time Nature is not rhetorical, but 
something more elevated than, yet simultaneously subordinate to language. When 
Rousseau aligns Julie with Nature, it “preserves” her from the fragmented, corrupted 
thing that is language, and so in removing Julie from the realm of discourse, Rousseau 
instead replaces her speech with a garden, a heterotopos. As Irigaray has already shown,51 
however, with the historical exclusion of women from discourse and their subsequent 
association with the (much vilified) Earth Archetype, we understand that the garden does 
not represent discourse by other means so much as it denotes Julie’s exclusion from 
participation in it, as Berchtold’s conditional phrase, “comme elle aurait pu,” seems to 
suggest. The symbolic realm is one not open to women. In this sense, Julie’s creation of 
the Élysée is her great rhetorical or literary masterpiece, “written” in the only “language” 
available to her.52  
Julie’s exclusion from discourse has an effect on our understanding of the 
                                               
51 See above, p. 26. 
52 The irony of Julie’s need to resort to such measures is evident, given that she has 
authored a significant portion of the letters in the first three sections of the novel. 
Meanwhile it is also the case that Julie has stepped away from her discourse with Saint-
Preux. In the final three sections of the novel, only a handful of the letters are by Julie’s 
hand (five in total, and all but one of these are attributed to “Mme de Wolmar”). Instead 
she becomes the object that the other correspondents treat in their discursive letters.  
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importance of the garden. By emphasizing her naturalness, Rousseau makes clear the 
connection between the space she has created and her physical body. In this light her 
Élysée becomes a space created by sublimation, where her sexual desire is channeled into 
labor, and where Saint-Preux, once granted access, may experience Julie’s physical 
“body” by visiting the garden whenever he likes. While the overt effect here is to 
eliminate the threat of open sexual desire between the two former lovers, the confusion of 
body and space raises an interesting problem: women’s bodies are ultimately—and 
often—treated much like the Clarens Élysée, as heterotopic spaces, rendering their spaces 
and their bodies as the relational other, which a male character may penetrate and use to 
discover himself.53  
While the garden does provide an effective substitute for Saint-Preux and 
Wolmar, Rousseau has fewer illusions as to whether it has the same effect for Julie. We 
might even wonder, given that the space is irrigated by an old fountain that once flowed 
in front of her family (that is, her father’s) house, how much the garden really belongs 
exclusively to her and to her alone.  
In her book, Fictions of Feminine Desire: Disclosures of Heloise, Peggy Kamuf 
writes that the Élysée is “Julie’s retreat […] it is also the refuge where the submerged 
                                               
53 There is an important observation to be made here, too, about the interplay of Nature 
and artifice in a space that is treated as a representation of Julie’s physical body, namely 
that Rousseau appears to suggest that Nature must be shaped and controlled—even by 
subtler means—lest it grow truly wild. Rousseau expresses this idea explicitly, “On 
façonne les plantes par la culture, et les hommes par l’éducation,” in the opening pages of 
Émile (Livre I, pp. 246).  
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resurfaces.”54 Stressing the importance of the water, she explains that:  
In this device of garden engineering, which siphons water from one point 
to another, here from Étange’s water-jet to the Wolmars’ basin, we 
recognize the figure, which governs the transition from father to son-in-
law, étang to mare. The showy and expensive pretension of the water-jet 
[…] has, by means of a subterfuge resurfaced in this “simple and mean 
place.” (115, emphasis original)  
Julie’s underground stream functions as a subversive parallel to her “legitimate” 
cementing of homosocial bonds. Kamuf’s observation becomes particularly important to 
this argument when we consider that Wolmar offers access to the garden in compensation 
for access to Julie’s body. While Wolmar’s offer of the garden is meant to function as a 
substitute, Julie’s subterranean stream subverts her husband’s aims, and establishes a new 
connection between the lovers.  
The repurposed fountain ties the garden to the château, which is nominally Julie’s 
domestic space, though Wolmar is the effective owner of the estate.55 In her final 
communication to Saint-Preux,56 Julie writes that, “Je me suis longtemps fait illusion. 
                                               
54 See Peggy Kamuf, Fictions of Feminine Desire, Lincon, NE and London: Nebraska 
UP, pp. 113. Hereinafter: Kamuf. 
55 We should not forget that Wolmar is present to mediate Saint-Preux’s introduction to 
the garden. While Julie is just as active a participant in the lesson her lover receives 
regarding the garden’s proper use, we can easily see how the conversation could be 
construed as a negotiation between rivals. This metaphorical rivalry over “access” to the 
symbol for Julie’s body extends to the exchange of keys meant to unlock the space. Saint-
Preux requests and receives Julie’s “propre clé” but explains to Milord Édouard, “je la 
reçus avec une sorte de peine : il me sembla que j’aurois mieux aimé celle de M. de 
Wolmar” (2:486). 
56 Sixième Partie, Lettre XII, p. 2:740-743. 
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Cette illusion me fut salutaire; elle se détruit au moment que je n’en ai plus besoin” (JJR 
OC 2:564). This “illusion” speaks broadly to Julie’s attempt to deny her longing for 
Saint-Preux, yet we readily understand that the Clarens Élysée is part of Julie’s 
expression and denial of this longing. Furthermore, Julie closes the letter with a 
paragraph that anticipates the horrors of the natural world that so fascinate Zola, writing 
that, “Quand tu verras cette lettre, les vers rongeront le visage de ton amante, et son cœur 
où tu ne seras plus. La vertu qui nous sépara sur la terre nous unira dans le séjour éternel” 
(2:743). There is no earthly solution to Julie’s desire, and instead the only space where 
their love can be made to stand still (as it was meant to do at Clarens) is in heaven.   
 
 
Rewriting Rousseau’s Garden: Le Paradou and Budding Female Sexuality 
 We find that Zola attempts to establish a similar relational situation at the outset 
of the second section of La Faute de l’abbé Mouret. Like the Clarens Élysée, le Paradou 
represents Albine’s body. Here, though, there is no male authority figure within the 
garden with whom Serge must negotiate, but only Albine, who appears to own the space. 
And while Julie’s garden serves a specific purpose for three specific people, le Paradou’s 
reason for being is more open-ended. As we saw, it stands as a relational (heterotopic) 
space over against the entangled social spaces of les Artaud. From the outset the garden 
of le Paradou is set up as an other space.  
On our first encounter with it, during a visit with his uncle Docteur Pascal, Serge 
learns of le Paradou’s history. Pascal describes a man-made garden:  
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il raconta en phrases hachées […] l’histoire du Paradou, une sorte de 
légende qui courait le pays. Du temps de Louis XV, un grand seigneur y 
avait bâti un palais superbe, avec des jardins immenses, des bassins, des 
eaux ruisselantes, des statues, tout un petit Versailles perdu dans les 
pierres sous le grand soleil du Midi. Mais il n’y était venu passer qu’une 
saison, en compagnie d’une femme adorablement belle, qui mourut là sans 
doute […] l’année suivante, le château brûla, les portes du parc furent 
clouées, les meurtrières des murs elles mêmes s’emplirent de terre ; si bien 
que depuis cette époque lointaine, pas un regard n’était entré dans ce vaste 
enclos […] (1:1248) 
Already we are invited to see the space as fantastical or strange. The conversation 
Docteur Pascal has with Jeanbernat, and the old man’s explication of the gardens, only 
intensifies this strangeness. He describes le Paradou as the “parc de la Belle au Bois 
dormant” (1:1251), and then, commenting on his own unexpected longevity, tells them, 
“je me croyais fini. Mais la mort m’a oublié.” Finally he explains that, “Les arbres ne 
sont plus des arbres, la terre prend des airs de personne vivante, les pierres vous racontent 
des histoires. Je sais des secrets qui vous renverseraient” (1: 1251).  
 Personification of social (or work) spaces, as seen in Jeanbernat’s description of 
le Paradou above, is something relatively common in Zola’s fiction.57 In La Faute, 
                                               
57 See, for instance, the covered market of Les Halles in Le Ventre de Paris, the coal mine 
in Germinal. Personification of other objects is also relatively common in Zola—the 
locomotive in La bête humaine, or the little steam-machine found in Gervaise’s laundry 
in L’assommoir are but two examples.   
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perhaps because he is working with such a limited cast of characters, these 
personifications become close associations between particular characters and the space 
that “belongs” to them (Serge-church, Désirée’s basse-cour). We quickly learn that 
Docteur Pascal’s assertion that no one enters the garden isn’t quite true. In fact, Albine, 
the young woman of whom Jeanbernat is nominally the caretaker, lives within the 
garden. Soon we shall discover that the space is entirely hers.  
 There is a period during the first several chapters of the novel’s second book that 
separates Serge’s awakening and his first experience of the garden. Zola does not 
elaborate on how much time has passed between Serge’s collapse in the church and his 
awakening at le Paradou, though there are some indications that it has been 
approximately one year, although given what happens over the next few chapters, a span 
of nine months might be more accurate.58  
Nine months, of course, suggests gestation and birth, an idea reinforced by Zola, 
who later in the second section writes that, “[Serge] naissait dans le soleil […] il naissait 
à vingt cinq ans” (1:1334). Yet, here, his rebirth is complicated, as Kelly explains, 
because, “in La Faute de l’abbé Mouret, it is not the hero who gives birth to himself, but 
rather the hero who gives birth to a woman” (RW 112). Serge illustrates this himself 
when he tells Albine, “tu es mon amour, tu viens de ma chair, tu attends que je te prenne 
dans mes bras et que nous ne fassions qu’un […] Tu étais dans ma poitrine, et je te 
                                               
58 In the first part of the novel, the church was decorated for a May festival; it appears 
that this second section of the novel opens in the spring of the following year, though 
certain events in the final part of the novel will call this sequence of events into question. 
We shall discuss these events in a later section of this chapter.  
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donnais mon sang, mes muscles, mes os, je ne souffrais pas” (1:1339). All the same, 
while Serge attempts to appropriate some kind of maternal power for himself, the 
opening chapters of this second section focus instead on infantilizing him. He must once 
more learn to walk, and on his first entry into le Paradou he falters and soon must sit 
down. Describing him, Zola writes: “C’était une enfance. Les verdures pâles se noyaient 
d’un lait de jeunesse […] Les arbres restaient puérils” (1:1333). And Albine, for her part, 
is happy to play the role of nurse and mother. In fact, as Serge begins to recover, and as 
we saw above, “il naissait dans le soleil” (1:1334)59—as though he too were a plant—
Albine mourns his former helplessness and “[m]audissait la santé, qui maintenant le 
dressait dans la lumière, pareil à un jeune dieu indifférent” (1:1336). Serge, once the pale 
and weak man of God, now resembles a god himself. The sun deifies him as it does his 
sister who resembles Cybèle. 
 The first thing to note is that while Zola in his critical writings may appear to 
reject Rousseau and the potential for harmony between Man and Nature that exists in 
Julie’s Élysée, le Paradou is remarkably similar to Julie’s Élysée.  Our first introduction 
to the garden is in many ways reminiscent of Saint-Preux’s entry into the Clarens Élysée. 
Here Zola places a particular emphasis on Nature’s savage power, and its inherent ability 
to undo the labor of mankind. Serge steps forth from the Pavillion, and looks out:  
[u]ne mer de verdure, en face, à droite, à gauche, partout. Une mer roulant 
sa houle de feuilles jusqu’à l’horizon, sans l’obstacle d’une maison, d’un 
pan de muraille, d’une route poudreuse. Une mer déserte, vierge, sacrée, 
                                               
59 In the same passage we see him moving as slowly as “un arbre qui marche” (1:1333). 
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étalant sa douceur sauvage dans l’innocence de la solitude. (1:1327) 
As was the case with Saint-Preux, who thought himself transported to the most wild and 
uninhabited end of the earth, Serge is struck dumb by the spectacle. This first view of the 
garden establishes the space’s problematic nature by means of its images: the 
combination of the pleasant, calming setting of the unspoiled forest is troubled by its 
attachment to the motion of a roiling sea. We will see this image again later in Zola’s 
work, in Germinal, where the word houle describes the faces of the crowd in a forest 
clearing as they respond to Étienne’s speech: “Et la lune tranquille baignait cette houle, la 
forêt profonde ceignait de son grand silence ce cri de massacre.”60 In the case of le 
Paradou, instead of the working classes, it is Nature itself that we see in open revolt 
against manmade structures and spaces. 
We quickly learn that the wildness of this space is not a carefully maintained 
illusion of naturalness, like Julie’s Élysée, but nature gone wild in a formerly human 
social space. Advancing into the garden, Zola explains that traces of man’s 
intervention—and attempts at mastery over Nature—remain visible: 
À peine pouvait-on, à la longue, reconnaître sous cet envahissement 
formidable de la sève l’ancien dessin du Paradou. En face, dans une sorte 
de cirque immense, devait se trouver le parterre, avec ses bassins 
effondrés, ses rampes rompues, ses escaliers déjetés, ses statues 
renversées…Plus loin derrière la ligne bleu d’une nappe d’eau, s’étalait un 
fouillis d’arbres fruitiers […] (1:1328)  
                                               
60 See Émile Zola, Germinal, Ed. Adéline Wrona, Paris: Flammarion, 2000, pp. 332.  
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As was the case with the Clarens Élysée, Nature and artifice are superimposed upon one 
another. In le Paradou we see an inverted Élysée: Nature does not progress under Man’s 
direction, but instead has been allowed to run amok. Here the illusion is not of wild 
nature carefully guided into existence, but the rather labor’s failure in dominating Nature. 
Here once more is an image of the gardens at Versailles subverted, yet while Rousseau 
appears to reject Le Nôtre entirely, in favor of a new and (in his view) more modern 
esthetic, Zola shows a version of Le Nôtre torn asunder by forgetfulness and neglect. 
Marie-Rose Faure has similarly noted that, “le Paradou n’est possible que sur un monde 
en ruines, fier de l’oubli des formes antérieures,” and that “[a]u Paradou, il n’y a pas 
l’éloge du travail de l’homme.”61  
Harmony between Man and Nature is not possible, in Zola’s eyes, unless Man 
dominates and places strict controls on Nature’s production. Left to its own devices, 
Nature will ultimately prevail over labor. And while in Rousseau’s garden we see no 
trace of the former orchard, and Nature allows itself to develop under careful guidance, le 
Paradou is subject to Nature’s full and unrelenting violence, leaving only ruined traces of 
Man’s once great works.   
 As was the case with Julie, who (along with her husband) makes it clear to Saint-
Preux that he has been granted access to her garden for his personal enjoyment, Albine 
explains to Serge, that, “C’est à nous. Personne ne viendra. Quand tu seras guéri, nous 
nous promènerons. Nous aurons de quoi marcher toute notre vie” (1:1329). Albine’s 
                                               
61 See Marie-Rose Faure, “Le Paradou et Giverny, rêves de bourgeois jardiniers,” 
Cahiers Naturalistes, 79 (2005), pp. 65, 66.  
   
47 
promise that the space is “à nous” appears quite similar to Julie’s invitation to Saint-
Preux. While this is true, Zola highlights several key differences. First we notice that 
Albine is alone, without the protection or authority of a father or husband to assist with 
the legislation of how Serge might use the space or her body. And while her ownership of 
the space is not in question, she makes it clear that the garden is for them both, which 
implies that they enter the space on equal footing, and that she intends not to be his guide, 
but rather she hopes he might become her partner, and that the two might come to claim 
the space as theirs. This dream of co-ownership differs from Rousseau’s ideal, where 
Julie’s garden was hers to give as she chose. Here this idea has evolved, so that Albine 
wishes to cede some—but not all—of her control over the space of the garden to Serge.  
 
The Problematic Space of the Grotto in the Garden 
Although it is not immediately apparent that the garden serves as a figure for her 
body it becomes clear soon enough. When she and Serge begin to explore the garden 
together, they discover a grotto hidden in the vegetation not far from the parterre, and 
this is the space where the relationship between nature and Albine’s body becomes 
explicit.62 Here they find a “[c]hevelure immense de verdure, piquée d’une pluie de 
                                               
62 See N.A.F. 10294, fol. 99r. The garden itself is a rough oval shape, divided into 
segments by watercourses that flow either inward to a central point, or outward from this 
point (it is not immediately clear which, and either direction would—according to 
Kusch—hold its own particular significance). The upper right hand corner of the garden 
is the most well defined space, Zola having imagined a series of terraces, staircases, and 
basins. This is the area that Serge and Albine explore together in detail. Much of the rest 
of the garden has little or no structure. The remaining sectors of the garden often bear 
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fleurs, dont les mèches débordaient de toutes parts, s’échappaient en un échevèlement 
fou, faisaient songer à quelque fille géante, pâmée au loin sur les reins, renversant la tête 
dans un spasme de passion” (1:1347). The garden resembles a giant reclining and 
impassioned woman. Here the woman and her sexuality are introduced.  
Yet in this pivotal moment, Albine’s apparent ownership of the garden—
specifically of the grotto—is called into question, when she admits that she does not have 
full knowledge of it. Earlier in the novel, as she leads Serge into the garden for the first 
time, Albine tellingly explains to him that she has not completely charted the space and 
explains that there are “holes” in her knowledge of it: “je n’ai encore pu aller partout. Il y 
a bien des coins que j’ignore. Depuis des années que je me promène, je sens des trous 
inconnus autour de moi, des endroits, où l’ombre doit être plus fraîche, l’herbe plus 
molle” (1:1329-30, emphasis added). As they approach the entrance to the grotto, one of 
                                               
very general markers, indicating the sort of landscape found there, in most cases either 
forest or prairie. This division between defined and indistinct spaces seems to imply that 
the garden is not narrative, in the sense that their explorations necessarily have an 
itinerary of locations that must be visited in a particular sequence. The lack of fixed 
spatial or narrative anchors in the garden section amplifies both the sense of stasis within 
the garden (much of the second section of the novel, in fact, deals with the characters’ 
inability or refusal to progress), as well as lending a certain mythical quality to the 
discovery of their ultimate goal, the tree, in that it appears to reveal itself to the characters 
at a pivotal point in time, rather than being sited at a privileged place within the garden. 
Zola’s description at upper left reads: “Le parterre va en pente. De façon que du pavillon 
on aperçoit à gauche des rochers, à droite des prairies en pente, fermées par un rideau, au 
fond la nappe roulante de la forêt.” The upper right quadrant of the garden is considerably 
more detailed than the other areas. This drawing also shows that Zola struggled with the 
placement of the legendary tree: he originally envisioned it in the center of the garden, 
but had to move it, so that it would be plausibly close to the breach in the wall. Even this 
revised plan of the garden is still problematic: les Artaud is to the south of le Paradou, 
while Zola’s drawing places the tree closest to the northern wall of the garden.  
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these special, unknown spaces, she tells him that she herself has never dared to enter on 
her own.  
This apparent lack of “ownership” of the space that represents her body seems 
particularly important. It suggests, above all, that her body cannot, in fact, be understood 
through self-knowledge, but instead requires an other—a man, specifically, who by her 
invitation must assist in the process. Thus Albine’s sexuality is, in this particular moment, 
represented as subordinate to Serge’s, as something that requires male sexuality to 
achieve its fulfillment.63   
If Albine has not dared to enter the space of the grotto, Serge is curious enough at 
least to look inside, and within he sees that the grotto contains a statue of a woman, 
reclining on its back, and half submerged in water, a second representation of Zola’s 
earlier figure of the giantess “dans un spasme de passion.”64 While the sexual symbolism 
of the overall garden itself as a giant woman in the thrall of pleasure is explicit in that a 
woman’s sexuality in question, the femininity in this representation is problematic. The 
statue’s distinguishing facial features have been erased by the flow of water, thus erasing 
its basic identity. Its breasts, rising above the surface remain preserved. Hollie Markland 
Harder further observes that the lower half of the sculpture is draped, thereby hiding the 
figure’s specific gender, making the femme de marbre a sexually ambiguous body. 
                                               
63 Certain events that take place near the very end of this second section of the novel call 
this initial interpretation into question, and this observation is intended primarily as a 
waypoint on our journey to that destination.  
64 Dorothy Kelly has incisively examined the phenomenon of the giantess and her 
troubling nature for the male. See RW “Dangerous Reproduction,” pp. 104-110.  
 
   
50 
Harder’s excellent study focuses principally on Serge, and ultimately on the comfort he 
appears to find in this sexual ambiguity that the statue imposes on the overtly sexualized 
structure within which he and Albine find it.65 The space that symbolizes Albine’s body, 
thus, is a natural and androgynous space where social and sexual identities are effaced.   
 
The Spatial Problem of the Quest Narrative 
Exploration of Albine’s body and sexuality takes the form of a spatial exploration 
of the garden, as was the case with Julie’s Élysée. In Zola’s text it is particularly 
important that this exploration is a physical journey instead of an intellectual one. 
Similarly, in the case of the Élysée, forward progress within le Paradou can appear to be 
frustrated by wrong turns or in blocked pathways that are literally choked and closed with 
vegetation. Thus discovery of the knowledge they desire is blocked.  
Toward the middle of the second book of La Faute, Serge and Albine find 
themselves forced toward immobility and stagnation. In fact the second section of the 
novel is treated as a quest narrative familiar from medieval literature, and much like 
certain medieval quests, it is one where space and time become equivalent,66 because 
                                               
65 See Harder, pp. 428-9. Harder’s exploration focuses on deconstructing Serge’s 
perception of difference. This study examines the relationships of the expression of 
difference as a function of space.  
66 Typically in a knight’s quest, distance is represented as a function of time. Sir Gawain, 
for example, is ordered to ride north for thirty days in order to meet his challenge, 
discovering the castle at the end the thirtieth day, suggesting that the location can be 
accessed only after a certain span of time has elapsed, rather than after a certain distance 
has been crossed.   
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while Serge and Albine walk aimlessly around the garden, they are really waiting for a 
certain amount of time to elapse, or for a certain unknown event to occur. This critical 
“event” cannot be forced into happening before it is ready, and thus their quest becomes a 
necessary invention; and while the two appear to be biding their time, this interval of 
waiting and walking is in fact a critical piece of their developing relationship.67  
Once Serge is well enough to make extended ventures out into the garden, Zola 
eventually gives the couple a specific goal, the quest of locating the legendary tree, 
hidden somewhere deep in the garden; Albine has heard rumors of it, and she claims that 
the clearing where the tree is located possesses certain, apparently magical—and 
terrifying—properties. She tells Serge that the château’s former master and mistress, 
“avaient découvert dans le jardin un endroit de félicité parfaite […] La dame [du Grand 
Seigneur] a dû y être enterrée.” She goes on to explain, “[o]n m’a raconté qu’on vivait là 
dans une minute toute une vie […] C’est la joie de s’y être assise là qui l’a tuée. L’arbre a 
une ombre dont le charme fait mourir […] Moi, je mourrais volontiers ainsi” (1:1356-7). 
Albine claims to wish to die, yet it might make more sense to say that she seeks the same 
kind of stasis that Julie sought at Clarens, to freeze this perfect moment in time, where 
she—ironically—stands on the precipice of entering adult sexuality. She wants to sustain 
the moment rather than progress into a future, which for her represents a kind of death.  
While Albine wishes for stasis, Zola has already illustrated in the preceding pages 
                                               
67 This entry into stasis resembles the condition that Manfred Kusch contends Julie seeks 
to establish between herself and Saint-Preux in her Élysée. There is no sign of such 
intentionality on Albine’s part, though she and Serge do, for a time, pursue a similar 
condition. 
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that the stasis Albine wishes for is an illusion. Just prior to her description of the tree and 
its surrounding meadow, the companions discover a small prairie, choked with flowers 
and vegetation. Zola, in his description of the prairie, inverts the figure of life triumphing 
and growing out of rotting dead matter, which we saw earlier in Désirée’s basse-cour, 
and instead replaces it with Nature’s (decadent) overproduction that actually stifles and 
destroys life: 
Des cortèges des pavots s’en allaient à la file, puant la mort, épanouissant 
leurs lourdes fleurs d’un éclat fiévreux. Des anémones tragiques faisaient 
des foules désolées, au teint meurtri, tout terreux de quelque souffle 
épidémique. Des datura trapus élargissaient leurs cornets violâtres, où des 
insectes, las de vivre, venaient boire le poison du suicide […] Au milieu 
d’un champ mélancolique, un Amour de marbre restait debout, mutilé, le 
bras qui tenait l’arc tombé dans les orties, souriant encore sous les lichens 
dont sa nudité d’enfant grelottait. (1:1351) 
Here, Zola seems to say, are the flowers of evil: foul smelling, narcotic, poisonous, 
spreading illness, decomposition and disease. The normal order of pollination and 
fruitfulness has been subverted. The flowers, even in the midst of their reproductive 
cycle, represent only death, killing instead of feeding the insects that have come to 
service them. In fact, in this space, the only thing that appears to be alive is the broken 
(though still standing) statue of Eros, who seems to shiver. The meaning seems clear: to 
enter the world of sexual commerce—to reproduce as Nature does—means to enter into 
the commerce of death. This space illustrates the dual nature of le Paradou. Life thrives 
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and bursts forth, yet succeeding upon this first movement comes a necessary decline and 
decay, providing the dead material in which new life can grow.68 Thus, their quest, which 
serves as the motivation for a large portion of the narrative in this second section, is 
shown to be something that the companions approach anxiously, as it is not merely the 
search for a physical object, but also an initiation into a new way of being that will “kill” 
life as they know it and eventually leave them both forever altered.  
 This champ mélancolique stands in opposition to the remainder of the garden with 
the grotto and the marble figure. In the grotto the natural world veiled an artificial 
interiority (the marble figure hidden within the grotto); this appeared to represent the 
triumph of the natural world over the degraded artificial statue contained within the 
natural grotto’s enclosed space. The champ inverts that figure, replacing it with an 
unveiled, and similarly “broken,” artificial object—the statue of Eros—placed now on an 
equal level with the natural world.  
While the figure in the water represented the effacement of difference in 
androgyny, the broken Eros instead represents a loss, and this suggestion of lack, or loss, 
or even castration, goes along with the representation of Serge’s anxiety regarding his 
own sexuality. And his anxiety is reflected in Zola’s decadent representation of the 
natural world, where the flowers entice only to kill or spread disease, and insects ignore 
their purpose (pollination, bearing of seeds and fruit), and instead run headlong into 
death. Sexuality is no longer a part of the natural cycle of birth, maturation, reproduction 
                                               
68 Nature’s duality is never an issue in Julie. Instead Rousseau sees it as perfect and 
harmonious, and thus Julie seeks to simulate its perfection in her garden.  
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and the individual death that is a necessary part of life. While the Paradou stands as an 
allegorical representation of Albine’s body, this small segment of the garden, where 
fornication appears to run in a straight line to death, stands in for Serge and his distorted 
views on human sexuality.  
 Their search encounters a further problem, namely via the intrusion of the outside 
world. Much within the novel suggests that le Paradou is immense, almost boundless. 
Albine states on several occasions, for instance that she has spent considerable time 
searching the garden, without knowing it entirely, and even though she and Serge have 
spent weeks or even months in the garden—one day, she exclaims, “Et nous n’avons pas 
traversé la moitié du parterre!” (1:1350)—we recognize that his knowledge of the space 
is even more limited than hers.  
The park is, of course, not boundless, but a delimited space, its boundaries 
marked by a wall that remains invisible to the companions. Unlike the gardens at 
Versailles, where the entirety of Le Nôtre’s design was meant to sustain the illusion that 
the space extended out toward the horizon—its only visible boundary—the walls of le 
Paradou, as is the case with Julie’s Élysée, are concealed by vegetation, providing a 
similar illusion, though one that leaves the boundary both visible and hidden all at once. 
As was the case with the Élysée, the wall and dense overgrowth of le Paradou hide the 
exterior world from view, which completes the illusion that the space is not merely 
relational or heterotopic, but in fact entirely separate from the exterior world. Albine 
destroys this illusion. First she tells Serge that the Seigneur “fit barricader toutes les 
ouvertures, pour qu’on n’allât pas déranger la dame” (1:1355); and later, having lost their 
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way in the woods, she explains to him that he need not fear, because “les murailles sont 
trop hautes. Nous ne les voyons pas, mais elles nous gardent” (1:1380); she continues to 
maintain this illusion for him, stating that, “Tout le pays est à nous, jusqu’au bord du 
ciel.” Yet having said this, she almost immediately undermines her assertion, telling him 
that, “Là, au bas des rochers, j’ai vu la muraille, une fois, il y a longtemps,” and—even 
worse—she discovered that “[la muraille] était crevée” (1:1386). She tells Serge that she 
closed the hole, using whatever materials were close at hand. Albine’s revelation that le 
Paradou does have a definite boundary deflates Serge’s interest in the search for the tree, 
such that he stops participating in their quest.  
 In the passages that follow, Albine’s ownership of and control over le Paradou 
becomes even more evident when she completes the quest on her own. The two 
companions have separated and begun exploring the garden independently of one 
another. One morning Albine seeks Serge out, exclaiming, “J’ai trouvé!” (1:1399). She 
then details how this came to pass:  
Les plantes, ce matin-là avaient toutes l’air de me pousser de ce côté. Les 
branches longues me fouettaient par-derrière, les herbes ménageaient des 
pentes, les sentiers s’offraient d’eux-mêmes. Et je crois que les bêtes s’en 
mêlaient aussi, car j’ai vu un cerf qui galopait devant moi comme pour 
m’inviter à le suivre, tandis qu’un vol de bouvreuils allait d’arbre en arbre, 
m’avertissant par de petits cris, lorsque j’étais tentée de prendre une 
mauvaise route. (1:1401-2) 
The garden opens up and explains itself to her, both plant and animal life uniting to show 
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her the way to the object of her quest. This differs from the episode in the grotto, where 
Serge (or a man, in any event) appeared to be a necessary component in a woman’s 
exploration of her sexuality. Now Albine progresses in her quest alone, the garden, the 
spatial representation of Albine’s body, explains itself to her without male intervention. 
Thus, we learn that Serge is not necessary for her (self) discovery the way that she will be 
for his.  
 While Albine’s awakening proves empowering, Serge’s experience of his own 
sexuality proves to be less so. Albine must lead him to it, bringing him back to the 
clearing where they encounter the object of their search: 
Il avait une taille géante, un tronc qui respirait comme une poitrine, des 
branches qu’il étendait au loin, pareilles à des membres protecteurs. Il 
semblait bon, robuste, puissant, fécond […] Sa sève avait une telle force, 
qu’elle coulait de son écorce ; elle le baignait d’une buée de fécondation ; 
elle faisait de lui la virilité même de la terre […] Par moments, les reins de 
l’arbre craquaient ; ses membres se roidissaient come ceux d’une femme 
en couches ; la sueur de vie qui coulait de son écorce pleuvait plus 
largement sur les gazons d’alentour, exhalant la mollesse d’un désir, 
noyant l’air d’abandon, pâlissant la clairière d’une jouissance. [L’arbre] 
n’était plus qu’une volupté. (1:1404-5) 
This tree is hardly an exclusively phallic (or even male) object, but rather an ambivalent 
construct that seems both male (in particular in the language used to describe it—force, 
robuste, puissant, virilité), yet also female, in that it resembles “une femme en 
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couches.”69 The tree complicates our understanding of the relationship between Albine 
and her space. It is part of the garden, and thus hers. At the same time the tree embodies 
both male and female qualities that erase the difference between genders. While Serge 
again loses by this bargain (as the broken Eros suggested), Albine gains a maleness to 
which Serge can neither claim nor control.70  
 This power that Albine attains and wields over Serge continues on into the next 
passage, where she, “orgueilleuse, se laissait adorer […] Elle se sentait la reine […] Elle 
l’avait vaincu, elle le tenait à sa merci” (1:1407), so that when, shortly thereafter, “Albine 
se livra […] Serge la posséda,” it hardly seems the dominating act that Bourdieu 
describes.71 This is particularly true when we consider that the “jardin entier s’abîma avec 
le couple, dans un dernier cri de passion […] Et c’était une victoire pour les bêtes, les 
plantes, les choses, qui avaient voulu l’entrée des deux enfants dans l’éternité de la vie” 
(1:1409). Nature triumphs and cries out in celebration of Serge’s entry into the commerce 
of adult sexuality and the natural world. He has control over neither. In fact, Zola makes 
it quite clear that Serge has been given permission by Albine. Her giving permission is 
the event whose long-awaited arrival is the very cause of their long wandering in the 
garden, and so his taking possession of her must seem like a further alienation from both 
                                               
69 It is also worth mentioning that both Albine and Serge have been compared to trees. Of 
Albine, Jeanbernat says, “il ne fallait pas empêcher les arbres de pousser à leur gré” 
(1:1256); as we saw above, in the second book of the novel, the narrator compares Serge 
to “un arbre qui marche” (1:1333). 
70 That the tree is ambiguously both male and female reflects a botanical reality, as many 
plants bear both male and female parts, oftentimes within the same flower, a gender 
ambivalence first discovered in the late seventeenth century.  
71 See above, p. 33 n. 26.  
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her and from the Natural world.  
Unsurprisingly, in the moments after Serge and Albine consummate their 
relationship, they discover the broken section of the wall that Albine claims to have 
covered over. Through the breach, Serge looks down onto the rooftops of les Artaud, and 
the church’s own tree, “le grand cyprès du cimetière” and the “tuiles rouges de l’église” 
(1:1414). While Albine tries to draw him away from the breach and back into the garden, 
Serge finds himself unable to move from the threshold of the break in the wall, as he 
gazes at his old home. The relationship between the two, once a mystery to him, is now 
clear: both le Paradou and the church are of the same world, and so perhaps this is why 
he accepts the humiliation doled out by Archangias, who now drags the young man back 
to les Artaud by his ear. Serge was never of le Paradou, and Zola’s reinterpretation of the 
biblical scene involves a return to the everyday world, rather than exile from paradise. 
What’s more, only Serge is banished; Archangias not only permits Albine to stay, but 
ignores her, leaving the garden and the natural world to woman, while forcing civilization 
upon man.  
 
Paradou Lost: Serge’s Return to les Artaud 
In the third book we return to the church, Serge’s space. We first glimpse him 
saying mass at the wedding of Rosalie and Fortuné. Rosalie, who is roughly the same age 
as Albine, received a brief mention in the first part of the book, when Archangias says in 
passing that she has become pregnant and that Serge should come to expect this sort of 
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conduct from the residents of les Artaud.72 Now in the first moments of the third section 
of the novel, Serge has returned to impose religious law (discourse) onto sinful human 
behavior (Nature). Yet, as he reenters the realm of the church’s language and discourse, 
he also reenters the realm of the church’s space.   
This reentry into church space is not merely a return to Serge’s work as village 
priest, but marks the beginning of a renewed effort to seal the church’s porous boundaries 
against intrusive nature. Upon his return he begins shoring up the church’s physical 
structure, making what improvements his limited skills allow, to the edifice that has long 
been in disrepair. The futility of these actions becomes clear soon enough. La Teuse 
informs Serge that his predecessor, Caffin, was also not celibate. She tells Serge, “Vous 
n’avez jamais voulu connaître l’histoire de l’abbé Caffin […][U]ne demoiselle rôdait 
autour de lui […] Bref, il arriva ce qui devait arriver, vous me comprenez, n’est-ce pas? 
[…] Et on l’a envoyé ici” (1:1432). The church, then, is not merely a space that serves 
sinners, but one that houses them, too.  
In subsequent chapters, Serge withdraws further into the masculine realm of 
                                               
72 See above, p. 50. When Serge regains consciousness at le Paradou, it appears that nine 
months or perhaps even a year have passed, as mentioned above. Several details in this 
third part of the novel call this observation into question. We understand this notion first 
and foremost through Zola’s broken continuity, wherein Serge appears to have been away 
from his post for perhaps as much as a year at the start of the second book, while at the 
start of the third, we learn that Rosalie who was pregnant at the start of the first book, is 
still with child during her wedding in the third part of the novel. The same is true of 
Désirée’s cow, which was pregnant at the start of the novel and gives birth in the last 
lines of the novel. This break in continuity suggests that no time at all has elapsed during 
Serge’s time at le Paradou. In a more conventional fantastical narrative this might 
indicate that Albine was a spirit, and not a physical being, which, as the text makes clear, 
is also not the case.   
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discourse that opposes the physical journey he experienced in le Paradou, exchanging the 
feminine Virgin Mary for the masculine Christ. When Albine comes to his church, in an 
attempt to lead him back to le Paradou, saying “[T]u es à moi!” he replies, “Non, vous 
vous trompez, je suis à Dieu” (1:1464). The remainder of this scene is marked by Serge’s 
further retreat into language, a parole that by all appearances seems to celebrate death: 
“C’était la vie qui agonisait là, dans ce frisson de mort, sur ces autels pareils à des 
tombeaux, au milieu de cette nudité de caveau funèbre” (1:1468).  
In the following chapter, which narratively takes place immediately after Albine’s 
departure, Serge “entama avec Jésus une de ces conversations intérieures, pendant 
lesquelles il était ravi à la terre, causant bouche à bouche avec son Dieu” (1:1475). And 
yet this retreat into thought is complicated, as Zola explains that Serge’s confession is “de 
l’être entier, entretien libre, sans l’embarras de la langue” (1:1475). It is during this 
confession, too, that Serge realizes that he loves Albine (1:1476). He feels himself 
abandoned by God, and the chapter ends with Serge imagining his church penetrated by 
the branches of a massive rowan tree, similar to the one he and Albine sought all summer 
long, and, which then tears the church to pieces with its massive roots and trunk, while 
the young priest watches, helpless, perhaps enthralled: 
Le sorbier, dont les hautes branches pénétraient déjà sous la voûte, par les 
carreaux cassés, entra violemment, d’un jet de verdure formidable. Il se 
planta au milieu de la nef. Là, il grandit démesurément ; son tronc devint 
colossal, au point de faire éclater l’église […] Les branches allongèrent de 
toutes parts des nœuds énormes, dont chacun emportait un morceau de 
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muraille, un lambeau de toiture […] Maintenant l’arbre géant touchait aux 
étoiles. Sa forêt de branches était une forêt de membres, de jambes, de 
bras, de torses, de ventres qui suaient la sève ; des chevelures de femmes 
pendaient ; des têtes d’hommes faisaient éclater l’écorce.  
 […] L’abbé Mouret applaudit furieusement, comme un damné à 
cette vision. L’église était vaincue. (1 :1489-90) 
The vision is both nightmare and wish fulfillment. The church is a space meant to house 
the language (discourse) that negates the importance of women. Here, in Serge’s 
imagination, Nature rises up in revolt, much the same way as it did at le Paradou, only 
here, while the tree bears a striking resemblance to the massive tree in the garden it has 
human qualities as well, and seems to contain a multitude of human bodies in addition to 
the massive vegetable growth. Animal and vegetable life are one and the same, and here 
they unite to tear down the emasculating institution that holds Serge captive and set him 
free.   
Serge still returns to le Paradou to find Albine. It is not the return he expected. 
After his sexual encounter, he finds le Paradou altered: there is nothing left to explore, 
and the garden has lost its appeal as a heterotopos. Albine leads him to the parterre, from 
where she points out all the familiar locations they visited during the summer. Only now, 
it is autumn, there is a chill in the air, and the once lush vegetation is preparing for 
winter. The change carries with it a reminder that this “entrée dans l’éternité de la vie” 
entails the individual’s realization (and acceptance) that one’s individuality matters not at 
all in the context of the natural world’s never-ending cycle of birth, maturation and death, 
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where even the continued existence of individual species is ultimately inconsequential:  
Est-ce que le jardin mourra jamais ! Il dormira cet hiver ; il se réveillera en 
mai, il nous rapportera tout ce que nous lui avons confié de nos 
tendresses ; nos baisers refleuriront dans le parterre, nos serments 
repousseront avec les herbes et les arbres […] il aime d’une façon plus 
doucement poignante, à cette saison d’automne, lorsqu’il s’endort dans la 
fécondité. (1:1503) 
Nature’s rebirth is made possible by the dying season in which Serge now finds himself. 
Sensing this, Serge’s enthusiasm flags, he tells Albine: “C’est vrai, je suis las […] 
J’aurais cru retrouver ici cette bonne chaleur dont le souvenir seul était une caresse” 
(1:1503). And try as she might, Albine ultimately fails to convince Serge to stay with her, 
and so she casts him out, shouting, “Va-t’en! Va-t’en!” (1:1508) as she does.  
 Seeing le Paradou and Serge’s church in this light, we understand that neither 
space has the same importance as they once did, in the first (the church) or second (le 
Paradou) books of the novel. We might simply say that because of their sexual union, 
Serge and Albine have erased the relational opposition that existed between them. The 
relationship remains a complex one, though. Serge returns to the church, where he 
officiates pregnant Rosalie’s marriage, thus sanctioning with the church’s authority a 
sexual relationship (i.e. premarital sex) in which both he—and Caffin before him—have 
also engaged. Albine enters his space, which Jeanbernat in the third book has expressly 
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forbidden.73 She enters through the church’s open door—through the erasure, then, of 
difference between the carnal, secular world, and the discursive world of the church. 
When she leaves, she slams that door shut, apparently forever closing Serge out of the 
commerce that once existed between them.  
Understanding that Serge is lost to her, Albine closes herself up in the room in the 
Pavillion where Serge was reborn from his illness. Gathering flowers from a warm 
autumn’s “seconde poussée de fleurs du printemps” from “ce coin mélancolique qui était 
comme le cimetière du parterre” (1:1513), she is smothered by the overwhelming odor of 
the plants. What might we make of her death, aside from the fact that she is the temptress 
who must be destroyed?  
Albine’s death is spatially and conceptually complex. Some of the flowers she 
uses in her suicide are the product of a “false spring,” an unusual natural occurrence that 
tricks the flowers in the garden to bloom again. So the Nature she uses to commit suicide 
is itself in part against nature. Moreover, in order for her plan to work, she must retreat 
indoors, into the social space where she nursed Serge back to health, and where the 
original mistress of le Paradou (whom she resembles), is said to have died.74 This 
movement goes from the exterior, from the garden that represents her body, to an interior, 
where the products of that metaphorical body take on a deadly and stifling power. 
                                               
73 In the first book, Albine does come into the sacristy to deliver “un nid de merles” 
(1:1274) to Désirée that she had found earlier and had first offered to Serge on his visit to 
see Jeanbernat (1:1254). 
74 Near the end of the second section of the novel, Serge pointed out a painting inside the 
pavilion that he said resembled Albine, who explains that this is the dame, and takes 
offense at Serge’s assertion, saying that she finds the woman “laide” (cf. 1:1394-5).  
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Dorothy Kelly, writing on La Faute, points out that the text draws a close association 
between Albine and odor, whereby, “[h]er odor is that of the metaphor that defines her in 
this text, a flower.”75 It is this odor that makes woman a contaminating presence, Kelly 
argues, one that links her to “the physical, sometimes to filth” or an “animal state” (236). 
In this light, we see Albine’s act as neither a rejection of her own life, or even a rejection 
of Serge, but instead Zola’s pessimistic vision regarding the collision between the 
incompatible female sexual free agent and civil society. 
 As we have seen, Albine’s death inside the pavilion is but one example of the 
considerable travel back and forth between the two primary spaces of the novel (les 
Artaud and le Paradou), as well as between exterior and interior (or garden and domicile). 
In much the way Serge discovers the social spaces of les Artaud to be entangled with one 
another when he wished to believe they were separate and relational, now the relational 
spaces of le Paradou and the church have become similarly intermingled, and have, 
therefore, lost their meaning and power. Le Paradou is no longer a heterotopos, but has 
become a part of a larger system. These spaces were, after all, stand-ins for man and 
woman, him and her, Serge and Albine, who have now merged and become one.  
 This confusion of body and space has one final movement. Albine posthumously 
lays claim to part of Serge’s space. In the final moments of the novel, we see bearers 
lowering her body into a grave in the cemetery beside Serge’s church. His space is no 
longer his, but—because Albine was pregnant at the time of her death—the church and 
                                               
75 See Dorothy Kelly, “Experimenting on Women: Zola’s Theory and Practice in the 
Experimental Novel,” in Spectacles of Realism, Eds. Margaret Cohen and C. Prendergast, 
Minneapolis: U Minnesota Press, 1995: pp. 236. 
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cemetery become a representation of a perverted family domicile (1:1526). Albine’s 
burial on sanctified ground has an important implication for Serge: the distance between 
their spaces, which we may have assumed to account for difference, has been erased as 
well.  
Here my argument runs parallel to Harder’s, though from a different perspective. 
Harder concludes her article by stating that “the distinction between man and woman 
cannot be reduced to yet another binary division” and that the “femme de marbre […] 
represents a concept of femininity that lies somewhere outside or beyond the traditional 
notion of gender” (436). I contend that we might extend this interpretation of femininity 
to the male subject as well and that discourse is shown here to be a veil created to 
disguise man’s anxiety over the difference between genders. In the case of La Faute, this 
effacement of difference extends beyond gender performance and into space as well. As 
the ending of La Faute demonstrates, there is in fact no other space, no refuge from the 
secular and natural world, beyond the discursive illusions that man creates for himself.76   
As if to underscore this motive, Nature intrudes one last time: the cow has given 
birth. The cycle of life continues, and the final words of the novel belong not to Serge, 
but to his sister Désirée, who interrupts the funeral rites to announce, “la vache a fait un 
veau!” (1:1527). Even though Nature cannot speak in the traditional sense, Désirée’s 
interruption makes the meaning clear: Nature does not need to speak, because while it 
exists outside of discourse, it penetrates all social settings and spheres. No amount of 
                                               
76 The discontinuity that makes it appear that the second part of the book happened 
outside the bounds of conventional notions of time and space reinforces this erasure of 
difference. 
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civilization can purge the nature from us, as much as we wish to build up both 
architectural and metaphorical walls to protect ourselves from it.  
 
Conclusion 
 Zola’s fascination with space, particularly gendered space, is not limited to La 
Faute de l’abbé Mouret. In fact it comes in many forms, both in earlier works (les Halles 
or the charcuterie shop in Le Ventre de Paris, for instance), and in later works (the mine 
in Germinal, the Théâtre de Variétés in Nana). The kinds of spatial relationships we see 
in La Faute, however, appear to reflect a particular fascination with the connection 
between femininity and the natural world that is more prominent here than it is in these 
other novels.  
 Zola is hardly the only writer to make this connection between Woman and 
Nature. In fact, he seems to be working in the same mindset of Baudelaire’s maxim, “La 
femme est naturelle, c’est à dire abominable.”77 While this idea is certainly not 
Baudelaire’s only thought about women—as Dorothy Kelly has recently 
demonstrated78—this way of thinking about women as natural beings aligned with the 
Earth Archetype was hardly limited to Baudelaire, but instead is typical of late 
nineteenth-century French literature, and, more generally, late nineteenth-century French 
                                               
77 See section XXVII, in Charles Baudelaire, Journaux intimes, Fusées, Mon cœur mis à 
nu, Ed. Ad. Van Bever, Paris: Éditions C. Crès, 1920, pp. 48.  
78 Dorothy Kelly, “Gender Blurring and Le peintre de la vie moderne,” presented at the 
39th Nineteenth Century French Studies Colloquium, University of Richmond, 
Richmond, VA, 10/24/2013. (Unpublished talk.) 
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culture.  
While Baudelaire provides a convenient starting point for our discussion of this 
particular theme, we observe that over the intervening decades it began both to evolve 
within French prose, and to migrate into other forms. And though Zola himself hews 
close to Baudelaire, Guy de Maupassant, one of Zola’s contemporaries, presents in his 
short stories and in particular his first novel, Une vie, a different picture of the 
relationship between women and the spaces ascribed to them. Though Maupassant strays 
somewhat from the commonplace, his work nonetheless remains a logical outgrowth of 
the gendered association between the female body and nature, particularly natural space, 
as in Zola.  
In taking this evolution into account it is also worth noting that this problematic 
relationship that places women and the natural world at odds with civilization, while still 
keenly expressed in literature, in particular throughout les Rougon-Macquart, begins to 
soften in other modes of expression. The visual arts in particular embrace the female 
body and feminized space in interesting ways. With Impressionism, in particular, we see 
a movement to represent both women and the Natural world less as idealized objects and 
to depict them in settings and contexts that aimed to show them as they actually lived.79 
What is interesting about Impressionism is that the movement eventually succeeded in 
making such subject matter palatable to a largely bourgeois audience. Meanwhile, at the 
                                               
79 Charles Bernheimer has two separate chapters on the impressionist representation of 
prostitutes. See “Manet’s Olympia: The Figuration of Scandal,” and “Degas’s Brothels: 
Voyeurism and Ideology,” in Figures of Ill Repute, Cambridge, MA and London: 
Harvard UP, 1989, pp. 89-128 and 157-199.  
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start of the twentieth century, Art Nouveau united Nature and the decorative arts, seeking 
to impose natural shapes onto artificial structures, while at the same time imposing order 
on representations of nature.  
 It is not entirely clear what to make of these particular moments within French 
culture, except to say that though they have varying meanings, they all draw from the 
femino-spatial cliché that is such an important influence on Zola’s writing. A full 
examination of the visual modes falls beyond the scope of this study, though it does 
provide a useful counterpoint to representations of women in literature. Meanwhile, 
Maupassant’s writing and publishing career begins at about the same time as Zola’s 
publication of La Faute (1875), and ends (with his death) well in advance of the final 
novel in Les Rougon-Macquart. What commands our attention here is perhaps the 
difference between the two writers’ attitudes toward their subject matter.  
 Zola, despite his notion of the experimental novel, appears to proceed from a 
preconceived set of ideas. Maupassant, for his part, remains less constrained by any need 
to prove a particular hypothesis. What this might mean remains to be seen, and in the 
next part of my study I propose a detailed look at Maupassant’s first novel, along with 
two of his short stories, that, taken as a whole, illustrate the ways in which his work 
differs from Zola’s, and thus shows that the femino-spatial cliché is neither monolithic, 
nor inflexible, but that it varies from author to author. In the next chapter, I examine the 
ways in which this variance is crucial to our reading of nineteenth-century culture.  
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Chapter Two: Guy de Maupassant: Foreboding Nature, Domestic Prisons,  
and the Illusion of Female Space 
 
Introduction: Maupassant and Social Spaces 
 Maupassant’s first novel, Une Vie: ou l’humble vérité (1883), exists—as Louis 
Forestier’s notes to the Pléiade edition make clear—at the intersection of many ideas that 
drove the young author’s work. The editor points to nearly four dozen stories that feature 
similarities, borrowed motifs, and shared character types, if not—as is often the case in 
Balzac’s and Zola’s work—shared characters that feature in more than one novel. It 
would be wrong to suggest that Maupassant was working on a project as comprehensive 
or organized as Zola’s Rougon-Macquart. Most of the works that Forestier lists are short 
fiction, and these have a more scattered quality. As Forestier points out, many of the 
similarities are superficial in nature. Yet while there is little to suggest an overarching 
plan, we do get a sense that the author’s work life was driven by a devotion to certain 
thematic material that continues to appear throughout his early work and in some cases 
continues on through the end of his relatively short career.  
What is this project that occupied Maupassant’s work? Maupassant does not have 
the same interest in heredity as does Zola, and while we do see some traces of the 
typological in his writing, the physically inherited and the innate behavior that animates 
much of Zola’s Rougon-Macquart is not present here. Instead, as Adam Gopnik, 
observes, in the introduction to a small volume of Maupassant’s better-known tales in 
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English, Maupassant’s “great subject is the amorality of sexual appetite.”80 Overtly, this 
amorality may appear to take the form of a general condemnation. Georges DuRoy, 
antihero of Maupassant’s second novel, Bel-Ami, personifies the author’s disgust with 
young men who are, more often than not, projections of the author himself, who was, like 
his mentor Flaubert, a man of prodigious sexual appetite.  
Less well explored is the problem that this sexual voracity poses for the women 
who find themselves the target of such desires. As Gopnik rightly observes, “Maupassant 
can seem cold to us, even, at times, [to] take pleasure in cruelty. The sourness of his 
pictures of women in particular can sometimes recall less the honesty of Degas than the 
nettled caricaturing of Lautrec” (xv). This sourness aside, Maupassant’s representations 
only rarely veer toward caricature, and it is no less the case that the very sourness of 
these pictures has more to do with the limitations imposed upon female agency, and the 
ways that this agency is constrained by social circumstances. Though these social 
circumstances are not hereditary, they often are as binding and inescapable as heredity is 
in Zola’s Rougon-Macquart.  
What we have seen in my earlier discussion of Zola’s novel was the expression of 
a direct correlation between woman and space. While Zola’s La Faute works to 
undermine the idea that male-defined spaces (like Serge’s church) are discrete and 
independent from the female spaces that surround it, his novels rarely question whether 
female spaces are similarly imperiled. My inquiry now turns to Maupassant’s fiction, and 
                                               
80 See Adam Gopnik’s “Introduction” to The Necklace and Other Stories, Ed. Trans. 
Joachim Neugroschel, New York: Modern Library, 2003, pp. xi. Hereinafter: Gopnik. 
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how his understanding of the social limitations imposed upon women are spatial in 
nature. This spatial feature of Maupassant’s fiction will be our principal subject here.  
Maupassant’s early work, in particular his first novel Une Vie, raises the question 
of imposed social limitations, where the author focuses on the relationships between 
Jeanne and the important figures in her life. Inasmuch as these people are essential to the 
narrative, one of the more remarkable characteristics of the novel is how these 
relationships express themselves spatially. The narrative spaces where these family 
dramas take place are just as important as the relationships themselves. Central to Une 
Vie, and, in fact, to much of Maupassant’s work is the question regarding which social 
spaces are meant to belong to women and the ways their metaphoric expression in the 
texts parallels yet also questions symbolic social categories.  
Before we can coherently approach Une Vie, it will prove useful to examine two 
shorter works, first his nouvelle Miss Harriet (July 1883 and 1884), and his short story, 
“Première neige” (December 1883), two works the author uses to deconstruct the 
commonplaces that label women either as natural or as domestic and assign to them their 
corresponding places.81 Miss Harriet, we shall see, attacks the notion of women as “of 
nature,” or as belonging to natural spaces; “Première neige,” meanwhile, tears down the 
idea that the domicile functions as a female space.  
                                               
81 While all three of these works were published within the same calendar year (1883), it 
is true that the sequence proposed for our reading is somewhat asynchronous. As we shall 
see, this manner of reading is justified. André-Marc Vial concludes, and Louis Forestier 
editor of the definitive Pléiade editions agrees, that Maupassant had begun working on a 
draft of Une Vie as early as February of 1878 (Rom. 1230). Chronology seems perhaps 
less important, then, than the notion that Maupassant had been thinking about the issues 
of social constraint and space for a number of years prior to producing the novel.  
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Neither of these commonplaces works, Maupassant contends, because what 
control a woman has over her social spaces is transmitted from her father to her husband: 
she has no control, she possesses no space. Even in the event of a husband’s death, a 
woman’s social position is consistently under threat, either from new suitors (as is the 
case in Maupassant’s last completed novel, Notre Cœur) or, as is the case in Une Vie, her 
own male children. Thus Maupassant exposes both commonplaces for what they really 
are: convenient illusions that mask the reality that men are the dominant creatures in all 
spheres, while women—even women who are otherwise members of high social classes, 
or who have money of their own—live more marginal, one might even say interstitial 
existences, trapped between their husbands (or some other desiring male) and death. Even 
the social conventions that afford certain spaces to women prove to be illusions that 
further contain and constrain. In this sense we come to understand that Maupassant’s 
women are often their truest or happiest selves in the absence of men. As we shall see in 
Maupassant’s shorter fiction, this interstitial life is both spatial and temporal in nature. 
The unnamed woman in “Première neige,” for instance, enjoys a brief period of 
happiness apart from her husband on the south coast of France. And yet her happiness, a 
result of the freedom she has gained by separating from her husband, is nonetheless 
circumscribed by a mortal illness and will soon come to an end when she dies.   
Unlike “Première neige,” which invites the reader to regard the young and 
nameless woman who serves as both heroine and victim as a type, Une Vie insists on 
Jeanne’s specificity. Jeanne is a particular case, and how could she not be? This is meant 
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to be the story of “a life,” her life, examined in intense, at times excruciatingly granular 
detail.  
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Section I: Miss Harriet: Deconstructing the Myth of the “Natural” Woman 
Introduction 
 We first turn our attention to Maupassant’s nouvelle, Miss Harriet, which 
provides a fruitful point of departure for observing how the author deconstructs the myth 
of women in the natural world. In particular the story characterizes the ways in which 
Maupassant debunks the use of female spaces as a metaphor for female sexuality. Like 
many of Maupassant’s other short works, the story was published twice, first on July 9, 
1883 in le Gaulois, under the title Miss Hastings, and later reprinted and finally collected 
with other stories under the title Miss Harriet in 1884.82 After the initial publication of 
Miss Hastings, Maupassant undertook revisions that resulted in a second nouvelle that 
was, according to Louis Forestier, “sensiblement différente” (C&N 1:1544, Forestier’s 
note) from the 1883 version.  
While a number of scholarly studies have remarked upon the existence of two 
separate versions of the tale, none thus far have devoted much attention to examining the 
particular importance of Maupassant’s revisions or the effect they exert upon how we 
read the work. These revisions, however, are in many cases significant enough to affect 
how we understand the tale, and it is in this context that we must briefly discuss the 
story’s content and publication history.83 
                                               
82 See See Guy de Maupassant, Miss Harriet, in Contes et Nouvelles, 2 vols., Ed. Louis 
Forestier, Paris: Pléiade, 1974, p. 876. Hereinafter, Harriet. According to Forestier, 
Maupassant gave the nouvelle the interim title of Miss Butler which he altered, “en toute 
dernière minute” to its present form (C&N 1:1545).  
83 See Alexandre L. Amprimoz’s study, “Maigre comme un hareng: ‘Miss Harriet’ de 
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The bulk of Maupassant’s major alterations appear in the final pages of the story, 
where the author has added a number of paragraphs, in particular to the conclusion, 
which we shall discuss in detail later. Two critical but easily overlooked alterations 
appear in the first sentence of the tale. The opening sentence of the 1883 version of the 
story reads, “Nous étions six dans le break, nos chiens et nos fusils entre les jambes, 
montant, au pas des chevaux, la grande côte, dont la route blanche se déroulait en 
festons” (emphasis added).84 The collected version, retitled Miss Harriet, of 1884 (which 
Forestier treats as the definitive version), reads instead: “Nous étions sept dans le break, 
quatre femmes et trois hommes, dont un sur le siège à côté du cocher, et nous montions, 
au pas des chevaux, la grande côte où serpentait la route” (C&N 1:876, emphasis added). 
While in Miss Hastings, the passengers are members of a hunting party, in Miss Harriet, 
we learn, the travellers are bound instead for the ruins of the chateau at Tancarville.  
The latter of these small revisions, the change in destination that comes with 
adding women to the group, is significant in that it forces an adjustment in the 
expectations of the group of travellers, the story’s primary audience. Unlike the hunters 
represented in the beginning of Miss Hastings, on their way to exploit the natural 
landscape, the passengers on their way to the ruins at Tancarville are embarked on a 
                                               
Guy de Maupassant,” in Semiotica, 155 1/4 (2005), 65-80, hereinafter: “Maigre.” See 
also, Janneke van de Stadt, “The Poetics of Transit: “Miss Harriet” and “Guy de 
Maupassant,” in The Slavic and East European Journal, Vol. 50 No. 4 (Winter, 2006), 
635-654, hereinafter: van de Stadt. Both Amprimoz and van de Stadt remark on the 
existence of the two editions, but comment relatively little on the importance of 
Maupassant’s revisions. 
84 Le Gaulois, 9 July, 1883, p. 1. Forestier reproduces this version in its entirety in an 
introductory note to Miss Harriet, in C&N 1:1546. Hereinafter: Hastings. 
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sentimental journey. A guide touriste from 1860 suggests that the old castle is a 
sentimental and romantic destination, declaring that, “aujourd’hui, ses débris imposants, 
son site pittoresque, ont conquis la sympathie des poètes, des artistes et des 
antiquaires,”85  and goes on to state that the ruins, “encore si imposantes, […] si pleines 
de poésie, de majesté, de mélancolie” (202) are certain to inspire strong emotion in all 
who look upon them. The ruins at Tancarville were a frequent subject for the romantic 
English painter J.M.W. Turner, who visited the region several times and completed 
numerous pencil and watercolor studies of the chateau between 1829 and 1832 that typify 
the ruin as an important part of the sentimental landscape.86 The site was popular with 
French artists, as well, Auguste Regnier, for instance, produced at least one (undated) 
study of the site. Léon Chenal, who narrates the bulk of the story, is himself a painter old 
enough to have belonged to Turner’s movement. The change in destination from a 
sporting to a sentimental site, and the addition of women to the break, strongly suggests 
that Chenal’s audience is, their knowledge of romantic painting notwithstanding, primed 
for a tale “[qui] ne sera pas gai” (Harriet 1: 877). 
                                               
85 J. Morlent, Guide du touriste au Havre et dans ses environs (Havre: Costey, 1860), p. 
202.  
86 As John Chu of London’s Tate Gallery explains, it is a painting that Turner “worked up 
with a view to engraved reproduction around this time.”See, John Chu, “Tancarville, 
Normandy ca. 1832 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, April 2014, in 
David Blayney Brown (ed.), J.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours, 
Tate Research Publication, April 2015, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/jmw-turner/joseph-mallord-william-turner-tancarville-normandy-r1175057, 
accessed 26 July 2016. While the studies were certainly unknown to Maupassant, 
according to W. G. Rawlinson, two engravings were produced and circulated. See W. G. 
Rawlinson, The Engraved Work of J.M.W. Turner, R.A. London: Macmillan & Co., 1913, 
catalogue items 458 and 459, p. 266. 
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Maupassant’s other small revision, which swaps the six-man hunting party for a 
mixed group of tourists, proves to be even more significant in the way it draws out the 
ironic distance between the putatively objective narration of the framing device and 
Chenal’s entirely subjective point of view in the framed narrative. In the case of Miss 
Hastings, Chenal, his audience, and the frame-tale’s narrator, are all men, engaged in the 
manly endeavor of exploiting the countryside for pleasure and sport, which suggests that 
the tale will be of masculine domination (and it is).87 The revised Miss Harriet, 
meanwhile, presents a group of men and women on a sentimental journey, and this 
difference in audience has an important effect on our reading of the remainder of the tale. 
While in Miss Hastings the narrator is a man, in Miss Harriet, we can infer that the 
narrator is female. We make this deduction, because Maupassant goes to the trouble of 
naming all of his male characters (le comte d’Étraille, René Lemanoir, and Léon Chenal 
himself), as well as one of the women (la petite baronne de Sérennes). Each of these 
characters speaks at least one line of dialogue, which in turn indicates that they are not 
the frame’s narrator. Given that Maupassant’s frame narrators are often unnamed (and 
silent) members of the crowd, this leaves one of the three other unnamed female 
passengers as the only possible narrator.  
No recent studies have remarked on the importance of this change, and most 
                                               
87 The frame’s narrator is not named, but is certainly one of the passengers in the break—
as the “Nous étions” implies (Hastings 1; C&N 1: 876). We should not assume that this 
introductory nous implies a collective narrator. Using an anonymous narrator as an 
objective mediator is a strategy common, though not universal, to much of Maupassant’s 
short fiction. In Boule de suif, for instance, the author employs an omniscient narrator 
who is distinct from the passengers traveling from Rouen to Havre.  
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modern readers, from Forestier onward, seem willing to assume that Chenal’s perspective 
is entirely objective.88 The 1884 revision, however, from male to female frame narrator 
strongly suggests that Maupassant altered the tale in order to insert an important distance, 
which will prove to be ironic, between the frame narrator and Chenal. Léon Chenal, the 
revised tale suggests, is not an objective observer, but instead is someone prone to 
misunderstanding his subject, Miss Harriet, and to projecting his own subjective feelings 
and beliefs onto her. We shall come to see this misunderstanding in Chenal’s repeated 
attempts to describe Miss Harriet as a “natural” woman, who is “at one” with the natural 
spaces of the Norman landscape. The picture that Maupassant paints of the aging 
Englishwoman, by contrast, is considerably less programmatic, and demonstrates how 
Miss Harriet’s perceived at-one-ness with the landscape is, instead, represented as a kind 
of isolation.  
Chenal promises his audience, “je vais vous raconter le plus lamentable amour de 
ma vie” (1:877). The subsequent tale he relates is as follows: Chenal, who in his youth 
was a virile young artist, has embarked on a walking tour of the Norman coast, where he 
has occasion to enjoy both the physical beauty of the landscape as well as the sexual 
liberty of the young women who live there. In the context of the story he tells, these two 
things have become unified, and he describes to his audience this period in his life a 
“honeymoon” with the earth. He goes on to describe both scenes of sexual encounters 
                                               
88 Men talking about women is a common theme in Maupassant’s fiction. See for 
instance “Le Modèle” (C&N 1:1103-9), or Yvette (2:234-307). In both cases men discuss 
at length women’s feelings and motivations with considerable bluster and confidence, but 
with little to indicate their analysis are, in fact, objective.  
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and everyday life in the countryside in sexualized terms.  
 Arriving at a farmhouse, where he decides to spend a few days, having discovered 
a nearby valley that will provide the subject matter for one of his early masterpieces, he 
encounters an aging and asexual Englishwoman—the eponymous Miss Harriet—who has 
come to France to preach the gospel and distribute religious literature to the locals.89 
 Eventually the two strike up a tenuous friendship. Miss Harriet accompanies 
Chenal when he leaves the farmhouse in the mornings to paint. Over the course of the 
next section of the story, we learn that—in this natural setting—Miss Harriet has fallen in 
love with Chenal, an attraction that she refuses to allow herself to express. When it 
becomes clear to her that Chenal understands (and does not return) her feelings, she 
disappears one night, and is found the next day, drowned at the bottom of a well. Holding 
vigil over her body the following night, Chenal imagines her, as she decomposes, feeding 
plants that will one day feed animals that may themselves feed people. By this 
mechanism, he imagines that, in being consumed as nourishment, she will again take on 
human form, and thus find herself reintegrated into the world of sexual commerce 
between men and women. Through Maupassant’s imagining of Miss Harriet’s 
decomposition, he also gives us a glimpse of his attitude toward what Charles 
Bernheimer refers to as nature’s “general economy” that requires the death of the 
individual in service of nature’s constant need for continual generation. Maupassant’s 
                                               
89 We might understand Miss Harriet’s asexuality as an analogue to Serge and 
Archangias. Her status, though, is different in kind, given that it does not represent a 
choice she herself has made, but rather is imposed on her from above (in particular from 
the Anglican Church). It is, therefore, an identity she is performing for someone else 
(ultimately God). Chenal views this performance as tragic.  
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attitude strays from Baudelaire’s and Zola’s horrified fascination with death and 
decomposition, in favor of a broader almost pantheistic acceptance of death.  
 Perhaps more importantly we see here a shift in the way space is expressed in 
terms of the narrative. While in Zola, spaces seem to belong to certain characters, or to 
take on their own personae (Désirée’s basse-cour, Albine’s Paradou), in Maupassant’s 
fiction, there is something else at stake, namely that women appear to have no place 
within the natural world as subjects, but are instead treated as objects that occupy what 
has become man’s work-space and playground. The countryside and the young women 
who live in it are all things for Chenal to possess in one way or another. Meanwhile Miss 
Harriet’s dislocation within natural spaces demonstrates that her existence does not fit 
neatly within the bounds of Chenal’s representation. 
 
The Standard Model: Man’s Conception of Woman as Natural 
 The importance of the explicit connection between landscape and the female body 
becomes evident during the opening movement of Chenal’s story. He begins by 
describing his time prior to meeting Miss Harriet, a time when, as a young painter, he set 
out to undertake a “vagabondage sac au dos […] sous prétexte d’études et de paysages 
sur nature” (1:877). Over the course of the following passage, we see how he draws an 
equivalence between women and the natural spaces that they occupy:  
On s’arrête, parce qu’un ruisseau vous a séduit, parce qu’on sentait bon les 
pommes de terre frites devant la porte d’un hôtelier. Parfois c’est le 
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parfum de clématite qui a décidé votre choix, ou l’œillade naïve d’une fille 
d’auberge. (1:877) 
As is the case in the pastourelle, woman and space are clearly linked. The same goes for 
Chenal who believes that both woman and space are his to exploit for artistic or sexual 
gratification. In subsequent passages he continues in the same vein, linking his sexual 
exploits both to natural spaces and to shared spaces where men work and animals live: 
“J’ai connu les rendez-vous dans les fossés pleins de primevères, derrière l’étable où 
dorment les vaches, et sur la paille des greniers encore tièdes de la chaleur du jour” 
(1:878). In spite of the carnal pleasures to be had in seducing young farm girls, Chenal 
prefers his relationship with the landscape itself, which he openly sexualizes. He 
explains, “ce qu’on aime surtout […] c’est la campagne, les bois, les levers du soleil, les 
crépuscules, les clairs de lune. Ce sont, pour les peintres, des voyages de noce avec la 
terre” (1:878). His characterization of this voyage as a voyage de noce is particularly 
telling. For Chenal, his wife is not a woman, but rather the natural world, and his love is 
then compounded in his paintings of that space. Chenal’s voyage allows him to explore 
the physical landscape in much the same way that he might explore a lover’s body: 
On s’assied au bord d’une source qui sort au pied d’un chêne, au milieu 
d’une chevelure d’herbes frêles, hautes, luisantes de vie. On s’agenouille, 
on se penche, on boit cette eau froide et transparente qui vous mouille la 
moustache et le nez, on la boit avec un plaisir physique, comme si on 
baisait la source, lèvre à lèvre. Parfois, quand on rencontre un trou, le long 
de ces minces cours d’eau, on s’y plonge, tout nu, et on se sent la peau, de 
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la tête aux pieds, comme une caresse glacée et délicieuse, le frémissement 
du courant vif et léger. (1:878) 
For Chenal, these times spent apart from the civilized world are just as invigorating as his 
encounters with the fille d’auberge. They are treated not simply as similar but as the 
same.  
 The sexual nature of this éloge is explicit, yet it presents us with Chenal’s unusual 
perspective on nature and femininity. The pleasures Chenal experiences in nature are 
uniformly (and refreshingly) cold. It would be easy to misinterpret this coldness as a 
subtle foreshadowing of Miss Harriet’s eventual death at the conclusion of the tale, or an 
allusion to Miss Harriet’s own sexual unavailability.90 To my mind, however, he seems to 
be saying something quite different. Returning for a moment to Zola’s La Faute de 
l’abbé Mouret, where Zola describes a hot general economy that is driven ever onward 
by the sun, in Miss Harriet (and elsewhere in Maupassant’s fiction) the cool pleasures 
offered by nature seem to stand in opposition to the sun’s warmth and light. Seeing this 
opposition between cold and warm, between earth and sun, we might finally understand 
that this cool pleasure that the watery landscape offers Chenal is essentially feminine in 
the sense developed by Pierre Bourdieu in La Domination masculine. There he describes 
a similar phenomenon, where he lays out (using a spatial diagram no less) the various sets 
of oppositions traditionally seen as defining the masculine and feminine modes of 
                                               
90 I insist on “unavailability” here, in part to draw attention to Chenal’s blindness to Miss 
Harriet’s desires. He understands these desires poorly, or not at all, and thus cannot 
properly convey them.   
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existence. Of particular interest here is the opposition of the masculine “chaud” and 
“sec,” over against the feminine “humide” or “froid.”91 This opposition, while it falls 
nicely in line with Bourdieu, shows only that Chenal subscribes to a particular set of 
received clichés that divide up the world into masculine and feminine and that these 
beliefs extend their reach beyond gender performance and into the representation of 
space.92 For Chenal, since the landscape is a place where sex and work come together, his 
descriptions of the Normandy coast are not so much feminine as they are non-gendered 
and pan-sensual. (For instance, in the passage quoted above, about half of the nouns 
Chenal uses are masculine: un trou, le courant, un frémissement.) Chenal however, is not 
aware of this formless aspect of the natural world, and instead continues to try to ascribe 
gender roles according to his binary worldview. He sees women as “natural” and will 
continue to attempt to force the role upon them, whether it works or not, as we shall see 
in the next section of the story, where he makes an extended stop at a farmhouse and first 
encounters Miss Harriet.  
 
Deconstructing The Woman-Nature Myth 
 Miss Harriet, described by the landlady as, “eune dame, eune Anglaise d’âge” 
(1:880), is the only other lodger at the farm. Chenal’s first description of her suggests that 
                                               
91 See Pierre Bourdieu, La Domination masculine, Paris: Seuil, 1998, 2002, p. 24.  
92 Bourdieu’s diagrammatic representation of concepts in La Domination masculine 
divides spaces into masculine (fields, assembly, market), and feminine (house, garden, 
fountain, wood, and also cultivated nature). See Bourdieu 10.  
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there is something unnatural about the Englishwoman. “Elle était très maigre,” Chenal 
recalls, “très grande, tellement serrée dans un châle écossais à carreau rouges qu’on l’eût 
crue privée de bras si on n’avait vu une longue main paraître à la hauteur des hanches, 
tenant une ombrelle blanche de touriste” (1:880).93 While Chenal, looking at the shawl 
sees only her nationality, we understand that the garment has a more important function, 
that of both defining the space around Miss Harriet’s body, as well as separating her from 
the exterior world. Bourdieu points out that, “les femmes restent dans une sorte d’enclos 
invisible” (Bourdieu 47, emphasis original), here defined by the shawl, whose function it 
is to represent a, “confinement symbolique et assuré pratiquement par leur vêtement” (47, 
emphasis original). The shawl genders her, and constitutes a kind of performance of her 
femininity. Yet this performance is by no means natural, but instead appears to be a ward 
against the natural, one that creates a clear division between the body, and the space 
surrounding it.   
 Chenal fails to understand this feature of Miss Harriet’s character, and instead 
continues his attempts to link her to the natural world during the next section of the tale, 
though these metaphorical connections are often forced and unsuccessful. When he 
                                               
93 Amprimoz sees Miss Harriet’s strangeness, too, though his interpretation focuses on 
her maigreur. Over the course of two thematically overlapping articles, he develops the 
idea that Maupassant’s insistence on Miss Harriet’s maigreur is, in fact, a sign of her 
strangeness and asexuality as opposed to the lusty, rotund women of Maupassant’s fiction 
(The prostitute Boule de Suif, for example, or those that Georges DuRoy encounters in 
the opening chapter of Bel-Ami). He points to the fact that Maupassant explicitly avoids 
gendering Miss Harriet as he first describes her, referring to her instead as “une étrange 
personne.” See “‘Miss Harriet’ de Guy de Maupassant: ni morales, ni paysages, mais des 
mots,” in Dalhousie French Studies, Vol. 10 (Spring-Summer 1986), p. 19. See also, 
Amprimoz’s article cited above “Maigre comme un hareng: ‘Miss Harriet’ de Guy de 
Maupassant,” which further develops the fat/thin motif. 
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encounters her again, “Le lendemain, comme je m’étais installé pour peindre au fond de 
ce vallon charmant,” he at first does not recognize her, but instead tells his audience that, 
“j’aperçus, en levant les yeux tout à coup, quelque chose de singulier, dressé sur la crête 
du coteau; on eût dit un mât pavoisé. C’était elle” (1:880, emphasis added). Here, 
described as a man-made object, we see Miss Harriet represented within the natural 
space, while remaining explicitly apart from it. 
Throughout the narrative Miss Harriet’s relationship to nature is often treated as 
strange or uncomfortable. The locals, who uniformly dislike her, sense in her dislocation 
something unnatural.94 They view her attempts to connect to nature as bizarre and worthy 
of scorn. Madame Lecacheur, Chenal’s host, recounts for instance the story of how one 
day, “all’a ramassé un crapaud dont on avait pilé la patte, et qu’all’ l’a porté dans sa 
chambre et qu’all’ l’a mis dans sa cuvette et qu’all’y met un pansage come à un homme” 
(1:882). Later Chenal hears from a sailor the tale of how, “se promenant au pied de la 
falaise elle a acheté un grand poisson […] rien que pour le rejeter à la mer” (1:882).95 
Miss Harriet’s supposedly “natural” connection to nature is hardly that, but instead shows 
                                               
94 The 1883 version of the story is much more explicit on this count. Here Sapeur says, 
“Ça est une ancienne qui fait pénitence” (1:1548). 
95 We might take this disdain for Miss Harriet as a more generalized dislike for her 
Protestant faith, which further sets her apart from the Catholic locals. Even Chenal 
describes her as “une de ces exaltées…une de ces vieilles et bonnes filles insupportables 
qui […] gâtent l’Italie, empoisonnent la Suisse, rendent inhabitables les villas charmantes 
de la Méditerrané” (1:881). By turns, they refer to her as “athée,” or “hérétique” (1:881), 
or “démoniaque” (1:882). Meanwhile it is not at all clear how prevalent such missionary 
efforts were on the continent during Maupassant’s time. While since the sixteenth century 
there had periodically been considerable anti-Catholic sentiment in England, by the 
nineteenth century the bulk of this feeling was directed toward Ireland, in particular 
during the Great Famine of 1845-52, and not at the French.  
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a woman who relates to the natural world by anthropomorphizing everything it contains.  
 In this early part of the story, before the two have had the chance to speak to one 
another, we often see her through Chenal’s eyes, as a fixture in the landscape, which 
indicates that the painter perceives her as a part of it, instead of interpreting her continual 
wandering from place to place as a severe symptom of dislocation. Chenal recalls seeing 
her “au fond d’un vallon, marchant vite de son pas élastique d’Anglaise” and “[s]ouvent 
aussi je la rencontrais au coin d’une ferme, assise sur l’herbe, sous l’ombre d’un 
pommier, avec son petit livre biblique ouvert sur les genoux, et le regard flottant au loin” 
(1:883).96 Even as these images develop the theme of Miss Harriet as a fixture in the 
landscape, and thus cast her as a part of it, the text itself repeatedly signals her separation 
from the natural space. 
 What finally brings the two characters together is a similarly ambiguous “natural” 
experience. Miss Harriet encounters Chenal returning to the farm after he has completed, 
“une étude qui me paraissait crâne, et qui l’était” (1:883). The subject of this étude is a 
view of the falaise and of the sea, which Chenal realizes, while showing Miss Harriet the 
painting, is of “sa roche […] celle où elle grimpait pour rêver à son aise” (1:884). The 
roche is a metonymy for Miss Harriet herself, and thus the painting of the roche becomes 
the equivalent of a portrait of her. Miss Harriet’s own reaction to the painting suggests 
that Chenal has captured something important to her; she tells the painter “J’aimé tant la 
                                               
96 The obvious significance of the pommier aside, Chenal has pointed out that it is May, 
and the trees are in full flower (1:879). Moreover, during his first meal at the farmhouse, 
he is drinking cidre (1:880).  
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nature” (1:884). Even this statement does not affirm an actual connection to the landscape 
so much as a desire to be a part of it, a notion underscored by Chenal’s repetition of his 
earlier description of Miss Harriet as “[s]errée dans son châle à carreaux” (1:885).97  
Later in the same passage, as the two continue their conversation after supper, she 
is clearly moved by the spectacle of the sunset, exclaiming (ambiguously) “Aoh! j’aimé,.. 
j’aimé…j’aimé…” (1:885).  It’s not entirely clear how to read this line. Does it confirm, 
as Sapeur had suggested earlier that Miss Harriet is a “pénitente” atoning for past sins 
(j’ai aimé)? It could just as easily be the nonsense a barely-fluent speaker might produce. 
Or, it could suggest a kind of strong affective reaction to Chenal’s painting.98 With a tear 
running from her eye, she continues, “Je vôdré être une petite oiseau pour m’envolé dans 
le firmament” (1:885). What to make of this declaration? As in the case with the fish and 
                                               
97 This shawl takes on a particular significance here. Miss Harriet doesn’t belong in 
nature, nor does she belong to the farmhouse where she lodges. The only space that is 
really hers is defined by this garment, which she wears wrapped tightly (serrée) around 
her body.  
98 Much of Chenal’s description of Miss Harriet seeks to minimize his acknowledgement 
of her desires and affects. Affect in Maupassant’s works is something that—in the 
representation of bourgeois circles at least—is often met with disdain or terror. In his 
story, “Le Bonheur” (C et N 1:1239-45) a group of refined citizens, enjoying a late 
afternoon on their terrace in Cannes find themselves troubled when the veil of afternoon 
haze lifts, to reveal the island of Corsica, providing occasion for another old man to tell a 
story. He relates to them a tale of real, but forbidden, love between the daughter of a 
high-ranking officer and one of his soldiers. The couple’s love affair can exist only on 
that wild island. This story of idealized love concludes by returning to the audience, 
whose members provide varied reactions on hearing the story. One argues the 
impossibility of such a union, the other claiming, “Qu’importe ! elle fut heureuse” 
(1:1245). The final line, “Et là-bas, au fond de l’horizon, la Corse s’enfonçait dans la 
nuit, rentrait lentement dans la mer, effaçait sa grande ombre apparue comme pour 
raconter elle-même l’histoire des deux humbles amants qu’abritait son rivage” (1:1245), 
reimagines what the story’s narrator has described as the locus of affective love into the 
role of a predatory creature that retreats once it has revealed its threatening presence.  
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the toad, both of which she relates to in oddly human terms, here she wishes to make 
herself an animal and perhaps thereby lose all sense of self. Read one way, we understand 
that she wants to become one with nature, while acknowledging her inability to do so. 
Read another way, we might see a desire to transit between forms, to change the life that 
she has for another, because the body she is in gives her no satisfaction. Which is to say, 
she effectively is not part of nature, because she has accepted a particular set of social 
conventions that serve as walls that keep her apart from her own embodiment. Chenal 
tells her about his métier, and she, repeating her earlier phrase, says again, “C’été très 
palpitante” (1:886), and explains to us that the two seem to have reached an 
understanding, explaining that, “Nous fûmes amis tout de suite” (1:886). 
 Chenal attempts to understand for himself Miss Harriet’s sexuality in her 
expressions of love (aimé) for nature. In a long passage he explains to his audience that: 
Elle semblait confite dans une innocence surie; mais elle avait gardé au 
cœur quelque chose de très jeune, d’enflammé. Elle aimait la nature et les 
bêtes, de l’amour exalté […] de l’amour qu’elle n’avait point donné aux 
hommes.  
 Il est certain que la vue d’une chienne allaitante, d’une jument 
courant dans un pré avec son poulain dans les jambes, d’un nid d’oiseau 
plein de petits, piaillant, le bec ouvert, la tête énorme, le corps tout nu, la 
faisant palpiter d’une émotion exagérée. (1:886, emphasis added) 
Chenal constructs a personality for Miss Harriet, according to type. His first appraisal 
characterizes her as, “une de ces puritaines opiniâtres comme l’Angleterre en produit tant, 
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une de ces vieilles et bonnes filles insupportables qui hantent toutes les tables d’hôte de 
l’Europe” (1:881). While this harsh initial judgment of her has softened considerably by 
the middle part of the story, he still views her as a simple creature, sees her love for 
nature as exalted,99 and interprets her (perceived) abnegation of heterosexual love as 
tragic and worthy of pity.  
Meanwhile Miss Harriet’s exclamation articulates both inner turmoil with herself 
and external conflict with the natural world. Chenal recounts in the following passages 
how, after her long walks, she returns, “dépeignée ainsi par sa sœur la brise” (1:888), and 
although these encounters leave her battered—“battue par le vent,” he explains (1:888)—
Chenal continues to see an innate connection between Miss Harriet and Nature. Calling 
the wind Miss Harriet’s sœur suggests a strong kinship, though Chenal appears to have 
invented this bond unprompted by any connection to observable reality. The close 
kinship that Chenal sees is at odds with the way the natural world mistreats Miss 
Harriet’s body, and against which she wears her Scottish shawl as a kind of armor that 
protects her from the elements. Her clothing notwithstanding, Chenal’s observations of 
Miss Harriet are highly inaccurate, and suppose kinship and mastery over the natural 
spaces of the Norman landscape that do not exist.  
 
                                               
99 In this, Miss Harriet’s representation resembles Désirée’s, from La Faute.  
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Misunderstanding Miss Harriet 
Chenal agrees to let Miss Harriet watch him paint, and she goes with him “au 
fond du Petit-Val, où je commençais une grande étude” (1:886). The choice of location is 
significant enough for Louis Forestier to describe the space in a note. Here he points out 
that the Petit-Val is one of two such sites “au débouché desquels est situé Étretat; l’autre 
est le vallon de Grand-Val, riant et cultivé. Le Petit-Val, au contraire, présente un aspect 
plus sauvage” (1:1559, emphasis added). It is hardly surprising that Maupassant would 
have chosen a wild setting as the scene for a seduction, albeit a seduction by other means. 
What I mean by this is that, while for Chenal natural spaces like the Petit-Val are both the 
site where he accomplishes his work and his sexual conquests, for Miss Harriet, whose 
relationship to nature is more questionable, the site of seduction will not be the Petit-Val, 
but instead takes place on the surface of Chenal’s canvas. As was the case with Chenal’s 
étude, which was a metonymic portrait of the Englishwoman, it is the canvas, and the 
transcendence offered by art that tempts her, and not the natural.  
In fact, it is the painting (the object, not its subject) that comes to represent Miss 
Harriet’s body in this section of the narrative. At the beginning of the tale, we saw Chenal 
interacting on a physical level with the landscape (plunging his body into cold streams, 
drinking from clear sources, and so on). Here, Miss Harriet’s experience of the same 
landscape is mediated through the painter’s hand that creates the representation of what 
Chenal believes to be feminine space. This observation lends particular significance to 
the passages that follow:  
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Elle demeurait là pendant des heures, immobile et muette, suivant de l’œil 
le bout de mon pinceau dans tous ses mouvements. Quand j’obtenais, par 
une large plaque de couleur posée brusquement avec le couteau, un effet 
juste et inattendu, elle poussait malgré elle, un petit, « Aoh » 
d’étonnement, de joie et d’admiration. (1:887) 
If Chenal recognizes that he has perhaps touched more than Miss Harriet’s admiration, he 
doesn’t let on, and chronicles only how after this moment she endeavors to convert him 
by leaving religious literature for him in his hat and in his box of paints whenever his 
attention is directed elsewhere. What appears to be happening here is a metonymic game, 
whereby physical desire has been sublimated into an exchange of objects—Chenal’s 
painting, Miss Harriet’s religious pamphlets—yet what is particularly interesting is the 
way in which this exchange occurs. Miss Harriet is giving Chenal something that is not 
really hers (the pamphlets) and the place where he finds them—his hat or his box of 
paints—are objects that stand in for him. Meanwhile the stand-in for Miss Harriet is more 
problematic, considering that the painting is not hers, but instead is something that 
Chenal has created. This inequality of their exchange, Chenal’s creation, versus Miss 
Harriet’s mass-produced religious literature, underscores Chenal’s inability to understand 
Miss Harriet’s personality as anything but his own imagined construct.   
  This imaginary nature of Miss Harriet’s personality becomes more apparent in 
the next section of the story, where Chenal gives his audience a detailed description of 
the subject of his painting. He explains that: 
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Depuis quelque temps je travaillais chaque matin, dès l’aurore, à un 
tableau dont voici le sujet: 
 Un ravin profond, encaissé, dominé par deux talus de ronces et 
d’arbres s’allongeait, perdu, noyé dans cette vapeur laiteuse, dans cette 
ouate qui flotte parfois sur les vallons, au lever du jour. Et tout au fond de 
cette brume épaisse et transparente, on voyait venir, ou plutôt on devinait, 
un couple humain, un gars et une fille, embrassés, enlacés, elle la tête 
levée vers lui, lui penché vers elle, et bouche à bouche.  
 Un premier rayon de soleil, glissant entre les branches, traversait 
ce brouillard d’aurore, l’illuminait d’un reflet rose derrière les rustiques 
amoureux, faisait passer leurs ombres vagues dans une clarté argentée. 
C’était bien, ma foi, fort bien. (1:889) 
In some way the image tells us everything we need to know about the artist, beginning 
with the ravin profond, an overt symbol of the female sex that recalls his earlier sexual 
escapades in the landscape. His description of the painting recycles a number of images 
seen earlier in the story. In particular, we’ve seen the brume before, in the opening lines 
of the story, where the landscape became personified as a young woman. Chenal also 
repeats the expression bouche à bouche, which he had previously used to describe his 
voyage de noces with the earth. The story has come back around to its opening 
movement, where the female landscape provides both joy and work for the male artist.   
 Perhaps, more importantly, the painting, which appears to be of the narrow and 
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overgrown Petit-Val mentioned above, is not merely a painting of a landscape.100 In 
addition, in devinant the presence of the male and female figures kissing while hidden by 
the veil of morning mist, we read a seduction story, if not at the moment of its 
consummation, then certainly at the moment when both lovers make their desires and 
intentions known to the other, and to us. We might take these observations a step further 
and suggest that in this painting Chenal has made explicit his desire to seduce Miss 
Harriet. And yet if this is the case, he has not represented her accurately, but traded her 
aging body for a much younger one.101 In painting the scene and the moment of 
seduction, Chenal has represented an idealized love scene. Both lovers are appropriately 
young, rather than the mismatched duo of Chenal and the too-thin, too-tall, too-old Miss 
Harriet.  
 Chenal’s painting itself (i.e. the physical object) provides a version of the story 
that he himself is telling. In the case of his own narrative, he describes himself presenting 
the work to Miss Harriet, calling out to her, saying that the painting is for her “Venez, 
venez, donc, mademoiselle, j’ai un petit tableau pour vous” (1:889). She obligingly 
examines the painting, and likely after discerning the two mist shrouded figures, she 
bursts into tears. Chenal takes this reaction as a sign of Miss Harriet’s love for him. 
Whether Miss Harriet’s feelings are as Chenal presumes is beside the point. Rather, the 
painting, the physical object, both represents and embodies the importance of the exterior 
                                               
100 The painter’s eye does not simply observe, but his imagination imposes itself, both 
idealizing the couple not as people, but as concepts, and adding a kind of narrative 
(frozen in mid-action) to the static image: his imposition of his meaning.  
101 Miss Harriet is not especially young, nor is it likely that she is much shorter than 
Chenal. One of Chenal’s few physical descriptions of her notes that she is tall. Cf. 1:880. 
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world as a work and pleasure space for the young painter. Thus the painting itself, which 
manipulates the natural world to tell an idealized fiction of love, becomes a defining 
metaphor for the story as a whole. 
 Miss Harriet’s outburst provokes a confrontation that brings to the fore Chenal’s 
imposition of meaning. Chenal takes her hands in his, finally consummating the much 
longed-for touching implied in their earlier metonymic exchange of objects, and in 
touching her, he relates to his audience that he feels her hands “frémir comme si tous ses 
nerfs se fussent tordus” (1:889). Further he explains that “Je l’avais reconnu, ce frisson-là 
[…] le frisson d’amour d’une femme, qu’elle ait quinze ou cinquante ans” (1:890). 
Unlike the kiss between the figures in the painting, which seems as natural as the valley 
where they come together, for Chenal and Miss Harriet, their brief touch that seems to 
communicate everything that has gone unsaid between them is a profoundly ambivalent 
experience. She departs without a word, leaving him “surpris comme devant un miracle, 
et désolé comme si j’eusse commis un crime” (1:890).  
What has happened here? Chenal claims he knows women’s “frissons,” their 
motivations and desires. However, he has been blind to Miss Harriet’s and does not know 
this woman. His recognition of what he refers to as her “désir exaspéré, impatient et 
impuissant” (1:888) now translates into revulsion on his part: “l’étrange découverte du 
matin, cet amour grotesque et passionné attaché à moi” (1:890, emphasis added). 
Chenal’s assumptions, correct as they may be, are nonetheless reductive, and play on 
animal (natural) characteristics, that for the painter make her easily known, and reduced 
to a few simple traits and behaviors. His assumptions about Miss Harriet’s motivations 
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prove to be wrong, and thus undermine his omniscient representations of her. 
Furthermore, Chenal, who heretofore has seemed open to all sexual expression, both in 
terms of his own heterosexuality, as well as his more pansexual relationship with the 
earth, here sees for the first time something revolting in a woman’s attraction to him. The 
text suggests that what lies behind this revulsion is that he has been wrong in his 
assumptions, and that Miss Harriet is a person entirely like himself, which is to say that 
she has desires and agency that are independent of his constructions of reality. The 
discovery that a woman is not merely something to be acted upon by male experience 
proves upsetting for him.  
 Maupassant illustrates this clash of desire in the very next scene, Chenal sneaks 
up on Celeste, a young woman who works on the farm, and describes briefly how, 
“comme elle se relevait, après avait baissé la petite trappe […] je la saisis à pleins bras, 
jetant sur sa figure large et grasse une grêle de caresses” (1:891). Just as soon, however, 
he relinquishes his not entirely unwelcome embrace. At first he doesn’t understand why 
he has let Celeste go, until he realizes that Miss Harriet has entered the barnyard behind 
them, and has silently observed the entire episode. Upon being noticed, Miss Harriet 
flees, and Chenal declares that he feels as though he has been discovered committing 
“quelque acte criminel” (1:891).  
 The contrast between Celeste and Miss Harriet could not be more clear: Celeste is 
the kind of girl Chenal described earlier in the story, the sort who easily goes along with 
his own quest for sexual discovery, but who, ultimately has no particular role other than 
to serve as an object for the painter to gratify his own desires. Celeste doesn't function, 
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much as the women described earlier in the story did not, as a fully realized character. 
Miss Harriet’s “purpose” within the story is not merely instrumental, but instead she 
exists as an equal to Chenal, a fact that proves troubling for the painter, and for the 
narrative itself, as the story continues to slip away from being “about” him.  
 This is the second time in a short space that Chenal has described his feelings or 
actions as illicit. What, though, is his crime? Earlier, he explained that his crime comes 
from recognizing her love for him, though it is not entirely clear whether he feels that he 
has wounded her pride or whether he himself feels violated by the notion of an unsuitable 
woman being attracted to him. His reaction suggests terror over the dissolution of his 
own subjectivity as he realizes Miss Harriet’s grotesque desire. Though she is evidently 
much older than Chenal, as evidenced by her gray hair, Maupassant never explicitly 
states that her age or other qualities exclude her as a potential sexual partner, the text 
represents instead that she doesn’t fit into Chenal’s idea of natural and thus sexual 
femininity.  
It is crucial that the moment of Miss Harriet’s self-revelation and her heartbreak 
happen outside, either within natural spaces (outside the farm gate) or in, in the case of 
Chenal’s seduction of Celeste, in other outdoor spaces like the similarly “natural” 
chicken coop and barnyard. Viewed in this light, Chenal’s treatment of Miss Harriet 
shows itself to be an aggressive act, one that is born out of male privilege, and a desire to 
reestablish control of the exterior spaces of the landscape.102 All his professed galantries 
                                               
102 What I mean by this is that men often engage in behavior that compels women to 
remember that they are principally sexual objects in the eyes of the male subject, 
regardless of their age or marital status.  
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are not so much born out of actual interest as they are a performance of his dominating 
masculine identity.  
 
Miss Harriet’s Forced Return to the Garden 
 After the revelation of Miss Harriet’s desire, she disappears and is soon found 
again at the bottom of the well. The passage describing the discovery of her body is only 
the first movement, however, in her reintegration back into Chenal’s understanding of 
human sexuality and of his belief in women’s essential connection to nature.  
 The manner in which Miss Harriet’s body is brought back to the surface puts 
particular emphasis on her body, on her physical nature. Chenal and one of the other men 
arrange to recover the body, an indelicate procedure that involves tying a rope around the 
dead woman’s ankles, before hoisting her back to the surface. Maupassant writes, 
“Sapeur saisit les chevilles, et on la tira de là, la pauvre et chaste file, dans la posture la 
plus immodeste.” (1:893). The author avoids a direct discussion of Miss Harriet’s state of 
dress, though the act of tying her ankles together to hoist her from the well means that her 
legs and the sexual, lower part of her body appear first in this immodest posture. As was 
the case with the discovery of her body, an act that serves to limit Miss Harriet to her 
physical, “natural” state, pulling her lower body first from the well reveals Miss Harriet 
in death as a sexual being in ways that she was not (and had perhaps never intended to 
be) during the final weeks of her life. For Chenal this “resexing” of Miss Harriet’s body 
represents a return to the natural order, yet it hardly seems to have been her intention.  
While the practicality of removing her body from the well may appear 
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coincidental, or realistic, the text remains open to another metaphorical reading. In 
particular, the hoisting of Miss Harriet’s body through a narrow passage, which 
ultimately reveals her sexualized body, strongly suggests childbirth, woman’s natural 
role, though in a way that suggests this rebirth-in-death is as a sexual, and therefore 
potentially maternal, woman.103  
 Once they have freed her from the well, Chenal and Sapeur complete “sa toilette 
mortuaire” (1:893), and in spite of Sapeur’s presence, the moment seems to be intimate 
and private between the two principal characters in the story. His description of this 
toilette involves first washing her face, where, “Sous mon doigt un œil s’ouvrit un peu, 
qui me regarda de ce regard pâle, de ce regard froid, de ce regard terrible des cadavres, 
qui semble venir de derrière la vie” (1:893).104 From here, he continues to undress her, 
baring, “avec honte, come si j’eusse commis une profanation, ses épaules et sa poitrine, et 
ses longs bras aussi minces que des branches” (1:893). Woman is reunited with her 
sexual body and thus Nature, though this is a reunion and integration that can only 
happen posthumously.  
 In continuing this “return” to nature, in a moment that strongly recalls Abline’s 
                                               
103 The position of her body, however, is a “breech” birth. Her reentry into Chenal’s 
normative world is thus from its inception a difficult one.  
104 This image of the still-living eye that seems to communicate with the observer from 
beyond the veil of death is perhaps borrowed from Balzac’s “L’elixir de longue vie,” 
wherein Don Juan, called to the bedside of his dying father, performs a similar ritual, 
though with a different outcome. Don Juan crushes his father’s eye, killing him for good. 
Maupassant’s repetition of Balzac’s motif complicates Chenal’s washing of Miss 
Harriet’s naked body by casting Miss Harriet in the role of parental authority, thus 
making her the person who must be excised. For an important explanation as to why 
Maupassant’s gender swapping is so interesting, see Nancy Chodorow’s critique of the 
Œdipal crisis in Feminism and Psychoanalysis.  
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death in La Faute, Chenal then goes out and gathers “des coquelicots, des bluets, des 
marguerites, et de l’herbe fraîche et parfumée dont je couvris sa couche funèbre” (1:893). 
Taken out of context we might ignore the similarity, but given the manner in which the 
two women die (Albine commits suicide in response to Serge’s rejection of her in favor 
of the Church, while Chenal presumes that Miss Harriet throws herself into the well when 
she realizes that her desires do not match up with his own), the similarity becomes more 
than just superficial. Maupassant preserves the same elements—love, death, nature—but 
then rearranges them, to create a different figure. While Albine, in death, reaffirms her 
naturalness by gathering flowers and other fragrant plants, for Miss Harriet, the flowers 
and thus Nature are instead something delivered to her, by a man.  
 What are we to make of this delivery? Once again, Chenal attempts to understand 
Miss Harriet as he holds vigil over her body through the night and finds himself 
wondering about her past life, about her origins or her family, and finds no answers. He 
exclaims, “Comme il y a des êtres malheureux ! Je sentais peser sur cette créature 
humaine l’éternelle injustice de l’implacable nature!” (1:894, emphasis added). For 
Chenal, Miss Harriet’s presumed lack of sexual experience is the greatest tragedy of her 
death, and he finds himself wondering: “Pourquoi aimait-elle d’une tendresse si 
passionnée toutes les choses et tous les êtres vivants qui ne sont point les hommes?” 
(1:894). In one sense, Maupassant recalls again Miss Harriet’s apparent desire to connect 
to the natural world—the fish, the toad with the crushed foot—which reveal only her 
fundamental lack of belonging, and which thus demonstrate her complete disconnection 
from the natural world, and from the landscape.  
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 At this juncture, the 1883 version of the story ends, but in the 1884 revision, 
Maupassant has added several paragraphs of text. Their ultimate effect is to demonstrate 
how Chenal attempts to rescue some kind of meaning from Miss Harriet’s death. He 
declares that “je comprenais qu’elle crût à dieu” (1:894), yet the following passage makes 
it clear he has understood nothing at all. Here he focuses on the fate of her mortal body, 
which he imagines reintegrating into Nature. He explains: 
Elle allait maintenant se décomposer, et devenir plante à son tour. Elle 
fleurirait au soleil, serait broutée par les vaches, emportée en graine par les 
oiseaux, et, chair des bêtes, elle redeviendrait de la chair humaine. Mais ce 
qu’on appelle l’âme s’était éteint au fond du puits noir. Elle ne souffrait 
plus. Elle avait changé sa vie contre d’autres vies qu’elle ferait naître. 
(1:894, emphasis added)  
We might read this passage in a number of ways. Mary Donaldson-Evans views this 
optimistic view of death as representing a “banal theme of survival.”105 Donaldson-Evans 
also draws our attention to Forestier’s note, who explains that “Cette idée de la vie née de 
la mort peut passer pour un lieu commun dont l’admirable expression se trouve dans 
‘Une charogne’ de Baudelaire” (1:1562-3). As much as this idea of life born out of death 
might represent a commonplace, it is worth noting the ways in which Maupassant molds 
the trope to his own designs.106 Baudelaire, for instance, concludes his poem by 
                                               
105 See Mary Donaldson-Evans, A Woman’s Revenge: The Chronology of Dispossession 
in Maupassant’s Fiction, Lexington, KY: French Forum, 1986, pp. 78. Hereinafter: D-E.  
106 It is possible that Maupassant had Baudelaire on his mind while composing “Miss 
Harriet.” “Une charogne” explicitly develops a metaphor that likens composing a poem 
 
101 
 
imagining his beloved’s death and decomposition, telling her: 
Alors, ô ma beauté ! dites à la vermine 
 Qui vous mangera de baisers 
Que j’ai gardé la forme et l’essence divine 
 De mes amours décomposés! (XXX 45-8) 
The closing lines of the poem, while equating being devoured by maggots to the act of 
lovemaking, also suggest that the woman’s essence divine might be preserved, though the 
preservation that Baudelaire promises is corrupted and dead, ultimately no better than the 
corpse itself. In Baudelaire’s case, the act of preservation involves writing the poem.107 
Donaldson-Evans also points out that Maupassant often treats his female characters as 
“food” to be consumed, in much the same way as maggots will consume the lover’s body 
in “Une charogne.”108 Miss Harriet, too, is shown early on in the story to be a kind of 
meal, where Chenal likens her thin body to that of “les membres maigres de la poule 
normande” (1:880) that he is devouring for lunch the first time he spies her. In the case of 
Miss Harriet’s death, though, Chenal has neither offered to preserve her in a work of art, 
                                               
to painting from memory. Baudelaire writes: 
Les formes s’effaçaient et n’étaient plus qu’un rêve 
 Une ébauche lente à venir 
Sur la toile oubliée, et que l’artiste achève 
 Seulement par le souvenir. (XXX 29-32) 
The entire poem constitutes a memory, wherein the poet asks “Rappelez-vous l’objet que 
nous vîmes” (XXX 1), one that is reconstituted through the act of reading. In the case of 
“Miss Harriet,” the unfinished “sketch” is not one of his studies for a painting, but his 
story itself, which he must necessarily complete for his audience from memory.  
107 Offering a woman immortality in the form of a poem, is of course a commonplace that 
dates back, in French, to Ronsard (“Quand vous serez bien vielle”), and much farther in 
other traditions. 
108 See D-E, Chapter II “The Nutritional Code,” pp. 43-81. 
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nor is it the case that he wishes to consummate their love and thereby “consume” her.  
 Janneke van de Stadt, on the other hand, views this passage as an “epiphanic 
event that has granted [Chenal] the ability to comprehend Miss Harriet’s and his own 
place on earth more fully” (640). She goes on to state that, “Miss Harriet’s demise and 
[Chenal’s] lengthy meditation on her body leads to a broader understanding of life’s 
eternal cycle and the role of nature within it,” and that, “[N]ature relies on death and 
decomposition to ensure the continuation of life” (650). Such a reading, however, is 
much more in line with a Zolian vision of nature’s indifferent cycle, the “general 
economy,” as expressed in La Faute. Instead what is expressed here is potentially less 
pessimistic than Zola’s vision of indifferent nature, as there is some essential quality of 
Miss Harriet that is preserved within her component elements that will survive her 
decomposition. And yet the disintegration and reconstitution of Miss Harriet is not 
merely a way of “survival” or a means of exchanging one life for another. Instead in the 
final line of the passage she seems to merge with the soil, with the earth, and finally with 
nature, not simply becoming a new creature, but engendering an entire system of new 
beings that will both feast upon and owe their existence to her. The image then isn’t just 
one of rebirth, but of maternity, of a system of new creatures that “elle ferait naître,” a 
theme that is not incompatible with female sexuality, but is in fact inseparable from it.  
 For Chenal this sleepless night is meant as a replacement for the night of passion 
that might typically come at the end of such a love story. His tale ends at dawn, when 
“Une lueur pâle annonça aurore […] C’était l’heure qu’elle aimait tant” (1:894). Here he 
rises from his place near the bed, and recounts how: 
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J’ouvris toute grande la fenêtre, j’écartai les rideaux pour que le ciel entier 
nous vît, et me penchant sur le cadavre glacé, je pris dans mes mains la 
tête défigurée, puis, lentement, sans terreur et sans dégoût, je mis un 
baiser, un long baiser sur ces lèvres qui n’en avaient jamais reçu. (1:894-5) 
These words conclude Chenal’s story, and they also conclude a movement that began in 
the moments following the discovery of Miss Harriet’s body at the bottom of the well and 
that seeks to reintegrate her body into natural, human sexual commerce.  
There is an irony in opening the window, which makes public the act of kissing Miss 
Harriet’s corpse, and thus “normalizes” her re-sexualization. And yet drawing back the 
curtains on this revised night of passion signals a need on Chenal’s part for his actions to 
be witnessed before the eyes of nature (as embodied by the birds waking with the dawn) 
and the non-existent God (“le ciel entier”), whom Chenal still needs to defy.109 Opening 
the window doesn’t simply make the kiss a quasi-public act, it erases the difference 
between the natural exterior and the domestic interior worlds. Breaking down this barrier 
constitutes an important step in Miss Harriet’s “rehabilitation” as a sexual woman, and 
yet we readily understand that because she has no say in whether this “liberation” is 
something she, in fact desires, we might read this scene has more Chenal “taking 
possession” of her body. This possessing indicates that this ending gives the appearance 
on one hand of attempting to understand her death as freeing her from an existence 
entirely circumscribed by religious doctrine imposed upon her through its patriarchal 
                                               
109 Performing an act for the benefit of someone who isn’t watching is, of course, the 
basis of obsessional neurosis.  
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discourse. Yet we recognize that this liberation from this male discourse is something 
imposed upon Miss Harriet’s physical body, by a man, after her death.  
The 1884 revision of the novella makes the problematic nature of the story’s 
ending, in particular of Chenal’s passionate vigil over Miss Harriet’s body, more clear. 
The revised novella includes a short paragraph following the kiss that closes the frame-
tale, and illustrates the author’s pivot from a conquest narrative to a sentimental one. In 
these final lines, the female frame-narrator returns to describe the aftereffects of Chenal’s 
story on his audience. The unnamed narrator describes the scene: 
Les femmes pleuraient. On entendait sur le siège le comte d’Étraille se 
moucher coup sur coup. Seul le cocher sommeillait. Et les chevaux, qui ne 
sentaient plus le fouet, avaient ralenti leur marche, tiraient mollement. Et 
le break n’avançait plus qu’à peine, devenu lourd tout à coup comme s’il a 
eût été chargé de tristesse. (1: 895, emphasis added) 
Chenal’s audience is moved to tears, and so, these lines suggest, should Maupassant’s 
readership. Even so, the cohesive group, the nous the narrator introduced at the opening 
of the story, has now been split apart. Instead we have les femmes and the impersonal on. 
It is the women who weep, along with le comte d’Étraille. Meanwhile of the two other 
men, René Lemanoir receives no mention,110 and the coachman, evidently bored by the 
tale, has dozed off.  Interestingly the narrator, who once saw herself as a member of the 
group, here does not include herself among those moved by the story’s ending. Instead 
                                               
110 It is possible that this is an oversight. Maupassant is known to have lost count of his 
characters in other works. The dinner at Tôtes in Boule de suif, for instance, contains one 
such famous example of miscounting. 
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she has seen through the narrative artifice that attempts to represent Miss Harriet as a 
“natural” woman, who is connected to the natural spaces of the landscape. Meanwhile 
Chenal ignores the ample evidence that the natural space is, indeed, not meant for the 
subject of his story. We capture only glimpses of Miss Harriet’s desire, and these are set 
aside almost as soon as they arise. Chenal’s narrative functions as a means of tamping 
down these desires, of concealing them, and finally dominating them. The frame, 
meanwhile, seeks to expose the masculine domination that the framed narrative attempts 
to conceal.  
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Section II: “Première neige”: The Illusion of the Feminine Domestic Sphere 
Miss Hastings/ Harriet is but one example of the ways in which Maupassant was 
continually adapting and refashioning his own material as a means of both representing 
and deconstructing the ways spatial constraints reflected the social limitations of his 
female characters. “Première neige” is a short tale that follows the story of young woman 
(never named in the text), unhappily married to a Norman nobleman, and her struggle to 
regain some sense of control over her life after this marriage. While it is true that 
“Première neige,” published in December of 1883, did not undergo an extensive revision 
following its initial publication in Le Gaulois, it does appear to be a much condensed, and 
more brutal retelling of Maupassant’s first novel, Une Vie, which was published over the 
course of the spring and summer months of the same year.111 Though both the story and 
the novel share a similar overarching plotline, it will prove useful to discuss “Première 
neige” first, given the particular way in which Maupassant uses the tale to deconstruct the 
mythos of the domicile as female-dominated space.   
The tale begins with a survol of the resort town of Cannes, its lovely scenery, 
immaculate white houses, and flourishing gardens, which lead to the doorway of a small 
cottage where we encounter, “[u]ne jeune femme [qui] vient de sortir de sa petite et 
                                               
111 Some critics see little resemblance between the short story and the novel. Forestier, for 
instance, remarks that only one scene is similar. Some other observers, meanwhile, have 
noticed a closer kinship. For instance, a televised adaptation of the “Première neige,” first 
broadcast in France on 16 April, 1976, conflates the two narratives. The unnamed heroine 
of “Première neige” is given the name of “Jeanne,” the same as the young woman who is 
the central character in Une Vie. The telefilm borrows other dramatically important 
material from Maupassant’s novel, such as the adulterous and emotionally abusive 
husband.   
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coquette maison” (C&N 1: 1094). This coquette maison is, we come to understand, a 
rented holiday cottage, situated directly facing the beach, on what is now the Boulevard 
de la Croisette, in Cannes. We immediately see that the young woman is not well, the 
author describing her “pâle visage” as “celui d’une morte” (1:1094), and if there were 
any doubt she might recover, Maupassant forecloses all suspense: 
Elle sait, pourtant qu’elle va mourir, qu’elle ne verra point le printemps, 
que, dans un an, le long de la même promenade, ces mêmes gens qui 
passent devant elle viendront encore respirer l’air tiède de ce doux pays, 
avec leurs enfants un peu plus grands, avec le cœur toujours rempli 
d’espoirs […] tandis qu’au fond d’un cercueil de chêne la pauvre chair qui 
lui reste encore aujourd’hui sera tombée en pourriture, laissant ses os 
seulement couchés dans la robe de soie qu’elle a choisie pour linceul.  
 […] Elle ne sera plus. Elle sourit, et respire tant qu’elle peut, de ses 
poumons malades, les souffles parfumés des jardins. (1:1095) 
We have seen in both Zola and Maupassant that the cyclical nature of the seasons and the 
illusion they create of a possible resurrection provides little solace for the individual who 
must eventually die, and here Maupassant provides a very clear-eyed vision of what it 
means to exit from that illusory continuum. More to the point, however, Maupassant 
again reminds us that the Natural spaces are not the “refuge” for women that Zola would 
have us believe, for reasons that we shall see.   
 Maupassant goes on to repeat his deconstruction of the “natural woman” topos: 
again, woman does not integrate with natural space. He does so by undercutting any 
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apparent harmony between natural and artificial exterior spaces (mountains, gardens, 
promenade) and the young heroine’s house facing the beach. This move is important 
throughout the remainder of the story, where the world beyond the walls of the domicile 
is repeatedly shown to provide no solace for the young woman. By emphasizing this lack 
of affinity between the exterior natural spaces and the female character, Maupassant 
focuses our attention on the domicile, and demonstrates that it too is lacking in comfort 
for the young woman, because ultimately there is no difference between the natural and 
domestic spaces. Men control both.  
 
Debunking the “Natural” Division of Space 
Maupassant’s disruption of suspense in the first part of the frame narrative has an 
important function. By telling us right away that the young woman is dying, he removes 
the immediate concern over how or whether she will survive, and instead compels us to 
wonder why she will not. From this ambiguously grim yet joyful initial movement, when 
she smiles as she thinks of her rotting body, the story looks backward to the moment 
when “On l’a mariée, voici quatre ans, avec un gentilhomme normand. On les accoupla 
pour des raisons de fortune qu’elle ne connut point” (1:1095). The narrator’s usage of the 
word accoupler, a verb that implies the yoking together or breeding of livestock, suggests 
a certain animal “naturalness” in the arrangement, while it condemns the practice as cruel 
and inhuman. 
This first section of the story proper establishes two important ideas, the first 
being that the marriage is destined to be unhappy. The second is that there exists a 
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rigorous division between male and female space, the feminine domicile and the male 
exterior (and therefore the natural) space. The young woman’s first encounter with her 
husband’s home underscores these issues again. Here Maupassant describes the chateau 
as: 
[un] vaste bâtiment de pierre entouré de grands arbres très vieux. Un haut 
massif de sapins arrêtait le regard en face. Sur la droite, une trouée donnait 
vue sur la plaine qui s’étalait, toute nue, jusqu’aux fermes lointaines. Un 
chemin de traverse passait devant la barrière en conduisait à la grande 
route éloignée de trois kilomètres. (1:1095) 
The chateau is isolated not only from other dwellings and settlements, but also because of 
the barriers made of trees that surround and limit it, as well as from the expanses of 
farmland that lie beyond the wall of trees. The isolation is physical and social, with 
contact from nearby farmhouses blocked by physical barriers, and contact with 
civilization, made inconvenient by the vast distance that separates the chateau from the 
high road.  
 There is a brief period of harmony between husband and wife and between 
interior and exterior spaces, during the short summer months, which pass in a kind of 
bliss, and which Maupassant collapses into a few scant paragraphs that all but erase this 
period of time from the narrative. The week of their arrival at the chateau disappears in a 
sentence, “ils passèrent le temps à s’embrasser […] et toute la semaine, vraiment, fut 
mangée par les caresses” (1:1096). And afterward the temporal acceleration continues 
when the husband turns the interior of the chateau over to his wife, and “elle s’occupa 
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d’organiser son intérieur. Cela dura bien un mois” (1: 1096). After this, with little left for 
the new wife to do, Maupassant describes how “[l]es jours passaient, l’un après l’autre, 
en des occupations insignifiantes et cependant absorbantes. C’était l’été […] La gaieté du 
soleil entretenait celle de son cœur” (1:1096). While it appears that all is right with the 
world, this brief interlude of harmony and communication with the exterior spaces are 
contained in a few hundred words of text. As was the case with the opening sequence that 
describes the lovely landscape of Cannes, these scenes are an illusion.    
Maupassant introduces the quick death of these illusions in the following passage 
when, in the space of a single sentence, “L’automne vint” (1:1096). During the summer, 
the exterior world had appeared to be inviting. Now, however, the cold confines the 
young woman not only to the interior of the chateau, but finally to her own room. The 
exterior world has become suffused with imagery that evokes loneliness and despair, 
perhaps even death, in the drab color palette, rolling clouds that block out the sun, the 
dark trees, and, finally, “le vol tourbillonnant des corbeaux qui se déroulait comme un 
nuage, s’abattait dans un champ, puis repartait” (1:1096-7). The exterior spaces, isolated 
within the fields of neighboring farms, and further walled off behind its rank of tall pine 
trees, draws up around the domestic space like an army laying siege. The deeper we read 
into the tale, the more we see that the distinction between interior/domestic and 
exterior/natural is stripped of meaning, because the exterior world penetrates the house at 
every turn.  
This menacing imagery is not confined to the exterior world, but becomes 
attached to the building of the chateau, too. Earlier, upon first seeing the chateau, the 
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young woman exclaims, “Ça n’est pas gai!” (1:1095). Here the building itself takes on a 
menacing character whose roof stands “dressé comme une lame vers le ciel” (1:1096). 
This imagery becomes a background to the representations of the interior of the chateau, 
which Maupassant describes in increasingly sinister terms. In telling how the young 
woman spends her afternoons inside, for instance, he writes again of the crows:  
Vers quatre heures, l’armée des bêtes sombres et volantes venait se 
percher dans les grands hêtres à gauche du château, en poussant des cris 
assourdissants. Pendant près d’une heure, ils voletaient de cime en cime, 
semblaient se battre, croassaient, mettant dans le branchage grisâtre un 
mouvement noir.  
Elle les regardait, chaque soir le cœur serré toute pénétrée par la 
lugubre mélancolie de la nuit tombante sur le terres désertes […] [p]uis 
elle sonnait pour qu’on apportât la lampe ; et elle se rapprochait du feu. 
Elle brûlait des monceaux de bois sans parvenir à échauffer les pièces 
immenses envahies par l’humidité. (1 :1097) 
Mary Donaldson-Evans invites us to view this coldness “from a Bachelardian 
perspective, [and to] consider how few warm and inviting hearth fires appear in 
Maupassant’s fiction” (D-E 119). She further notes that “Maupassant’s pessimistic vision 
[of love] is further evidenced by allusions to cold fires” (119).112 The lack of affection is 
                                               
112 Maupassant often sees love as a possible ideal and as a noble aim, but concedes it is 
also frequently thwarted by social constraints. In “Le Bonheur,” for instance, the lovers 
must flee to Corsica. In Fort comme la mort, Anne de Guilleroy is married to the wrong 
man, and Olivier Bertin is, for his part, too timid or too old to break with cultural norms 
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certainly a problem in the young woman’s relationship, it is perhaps to be expected in a 
marriage based on accouplement, rather than love. I would add to Donaldson-Evans’ 
reading that the cold and damp chateau interior represents symptoms of a larger problem 
for the young woman. The domestic space that was, so to speak, ascribed to her by the 
femino-spatial cliché of the division of domestic from exterior, which rigorously divides 
spaces in marriage, is not operating as it should. If the real world adhered to the 
commonplace, the house would by rights be hers, and yet the text continually 
demonstrates that this is not the case. The interior of the house has been compromised by 
the exterior world, evidenced by the water that has penetrated the walls of the chateau, 
such that the domicile is in fact no longer her space, an illusion she once held when “elle 
s’occupa d’organiser [l’]intérieur [du château]” (C&N 1:1106).  
She now turns her attention to reestablishing control over “her” space, by 
attempting to warm the interior in the hopes of driving out the damp. Meanwhile the 
young woman’s husband proves to be both immune to the cold and indifferent to her 
suffering from it. When, for instance, she asks, “Dis donc, Henry, tu devrais bien faire 
mettre ici un calorifère; cela sécherait les murs” (1:1097),113 the husband rejects her 
request out of hand, laughing at her and exclaiming “quelle bonne farce!” (1:1097). This 
                                               
and steal her away from her husband. Bertin ultimately turns his attentions to Anne’s 
daughter, feelings that the young woman neither returns, nor even appears to notice. 
Something similar happens in Pierre et Jean with Madame Roland, whose second child, 
Jean, is the son of her adulterous relationship with Léon Maréchal.  
113 The word calorifère might mean a number of things (in my 2002 translation of the 
story, I incorrectly refer to it as a “stove”), but we might understand it as an early kind of 
central heating system that heats water in a furnace that then circulates through a series of 
pipes or radiators. 
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conflict first surfaces as a financial struggle. Installing and operating central heating in 
such a large space would certainly be expensive, and his first reaction to her suggestion 
of installing the calorifère is speechlessness at “l’idée extravagante” (1:1097). His refusal 
to acquiesce to her request indicates that their finances are firmly in his control. It also 
makes abundantly clear that the domicile itself belongs to him. In fact, we might read her 
desire to dry out the walls, which would push back the intrusion of the male-dominated 
exterior into the household, as an explicit request to reestablish difference between 
female and male space. His refusal, then, must be read in similar terms, as an assertion of 
male domination, and because he asserts that all spaces ought to belong to him, he retains 
the upper hand and appears destined to win.   
  
The Domicile as Prison 
 Following her husband’s first refusal, the story grows both socially and spatially 
more claustrophobic. The young woman loses what she thinks of as her only earthly 
refuge from her husband, her parents, who are both killed in “un accident de voiture” 
(1:1098). After a brief respite during the spring and summer months, the winter returns, 
and she finds herself wondering: “Que ferait-elle? Rien. Qu’arriverait-il désormais pour 
elle ? Rien. Quelle attente, quelle espérance pourrait ranimer son cœur ? Aucune. Un 
médecin, consulté, avait déclaré qu’elle n’aurait jamais d’enfants” (1:1098). This last 
blow—her inability to conceive children and thus start a family of her own—strikes her 
hard, not only because children might ease the monotony of her dreary existence, but also 
114 
 
because it means that, unable to produce an heir, she is of no further service to her 
husband. 
Her social and physical isolation complete, the young woman turns her attention 
to gaining control over the domestic space. This new struggle again takes shape around 
her desire to install the calorifère, with the battle over the domestic space largely 
expressed as a struggle over the household finances, which remain in the husband’s 
control. When her husband refuses her renewed requests, she changes tactics and instead 
creates a plan to express her will by forcing herself to become ill.  
This quest for illness significantly rests on a communication between interior and 
exterior space. A first attempt involves sitting in front of an open window in her 
nightclothes. When this fails to achieve the desired result, she decides to leave the house 
altogether, stepping out into the space earlier depicted as menacing. Maupassant now 
provides a more detailed description of the garden, writing that “La terre, couverte de 
neige, semblait morte” (1:1100). As we have seen throughout this story, the exterior 
world is cold and uninviting; her first step outside is “douloureuse comme une blessure” 
(1:1100), and going any distance at all involves terrible suffering. She tells herself “J’irai 
jusqu’aux sapins” (1:1100). Reaching that barrier that encloses the property, “[e]lle 
toucha de la main le premier sapin comme pour bien se convaincre elle même qu’elle 
avait accompli jusqu’au bout son projet” (1:1101). Unlike the Normandy coast that holds 
so much fascination for the young painter Chenal in the opening section of Miss Harriet, 
here nature is neither represented with Chenal’s idealizing gaze, nor with the fascinated 
horror we might ascribe to Zola’s efflorescent prose in La Faute. Instead the garden of 
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the chateau, described only in scant detail as a home to swarming crows, and finally as a 
frozen wasteland bordered by a forbidding wall of trees, is merely another place where 
this woman doesn’t belong.  
This scene is more complex than it at first appears. At the surface are the actions 
of a desperate person stripped of all agency, turning inward the aggressive act she might 
wish to commit against her husband, and sacrificing her health in the process. 
Furthermore this passage underscores the spatial problem this young woman faces. If the 
home is a prison, then the trees represent the prison wall. She is unwelcome in the 
domestic space, because it has already been infiltrated by the external male influence, and 
her choice to enter the “other” space, the exterior/ natural world that also belongs to her 
husband, has potentially fatal consequences. Yet it has been evident for some time that 
there is no “other” space for her, and that she has no space that truly belongs to her, apart 
from her own body, which she must destroy in order to experience any sense of agency at 
all.114  
The way we read the young woman’s actions in this passage reflects upon how we 
read the ending of the story. Is “Première neige” an entirely pessimistic tale, one that 
represents the dismal truth of marriage as an institution that merely pushes a woman from 
the hands of her father into the hands of her husband? We might stop with this 
                                               
114 “Première neige” resembles, in many ways, the fairy tale “La Belle et la bête” told in 
reverse. In the fairy tale, Belle’s term of imprisonment is limited by the amount of time it 
takes for love to develop between Belle and her beast, and her sentence is commuted 
through her marriage, once the Prince has been restored to his original condition. Here, 
the timeline is inverted: the handsome prince reveals himself to be a monster, and his 
castle a dungeon; their marriage begins the sentence; the imprisonment is indefinite, and 
will only end in the young woman’s death.  
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interpretation, and go no further, but Maupassant’s ending suggests that that even though 
she is dying, the story’s ambiguous resolution is not completely pessimistic. Although 
this young woman won’t live to see the spring, it is just as true that she has successfully 
separated from her controlling husband. And during the final few months of her life, she 
claims a space that is her own, the “petite et coquette maison” facing the beach in 
Cannes, from which we see her emerge at the opening of the story. While the ending is 
hardly an optimistic one, at least we come to understand that there is a space that women 
might be able to claim for themselves, and that, as circumscribed as this new space may 
be, it may restore to them some sense of control over their lives. 
 This representation of the female ownership of domestic space complements 
Maupassant’s earlier deconstruction of the landscape as a “natural” feminized space. It 
shows that the threat to the domestic feminine is masculine domination that infiltrates 
inward from the exterior. This infiltration is powerful enough that all female influence is 
eventually stifled or purged. In spite of this pessimistic vision (the young woman will die 
soon), we do see that she is able to free herself from male controlled space, though her 
situation leaves us to wonder about the deathly success of this “victory” over her 
husband. All the same the idea that the young woman is able to succeed in regaining any 
control whatsoever over her space (either in getting the calorifère installed, or in forcing 
her husband to send her to the Mediterranean sea coast for her health), we see an 
important change in the fraught power dynamic between husband and wife that 
Maupassant explores in greater depth and with greater success in his first novel, Une Vie, 
to which we now turn our attention. 
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Section III: Une Vie and the Way Beyond Male Dominated Spaces 
Introduction 
Une Vie sets as its goal to chronicle the “humble vérité” of a young aristocratic 
woman’s life as she transits from youth, to marriage, to motherhood and beyond. This 
journey is not unlike classic quest literature, such as the Odyssey, in that it is fraught with 
many unforeseen obstacles as the character moves in space as well as time. Unlike the 
tale of Odysseus, or any classical hero, this story often finds its heroine unequal to, or 
overwhelmed by the challenges she faces. Jeanne is most often shown at the mercy of a 
family dynamic that casts her as a means to an end, rather than a free agent, constantly 
limited by her family (especially her father), her husband, and finally her son. There is a 
reason for this, namely that the epic narrative is constructed as a test for the limits of its 
hero’s agency. In Jeanne’s case, the “humble vérité” of life is discovering to what degree 
her agency is not defined by her own capabilities, but by those of the people who 
surround her. 
Heroic journeys rely heavily on changing scenery in order to keep this testing of 
heroic limitations interesting. It is just as true that in Une Vie, space is of key importance, 
as is movement. We find our heroine beginning her story on the brink of two journeys, 
one literal and one metaphorical. We meet her just before the start of both, just as she, 
“ayant fini ses malles,”115 is preparing to depart from the city of Rouen for her family’s 
country estate. The other journey, the reason for which she has just been released from 
                                               
115 Guy de Maupassant, “Une Vie,” in Les Romans (Œuvres Complètes), Ed. Louis 
Forestier, Paris: Gallimard (Pléiade), 1987, p. 3. Hereinafter: Rom. 
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the convent where she has spent the space between her twelfth and seventeenth birthdays, 
is the beginning of her adult life.  
While Jeanne has great expectations for both of these voyages, much of her 
trajectory throughout the novel leads her from one container to another, from one 
imposed limitation to another, such that this launching into adulthood is represented as a 
narrowing, a removal of options and choices, until nothing remains. More humbling, 
though, is that Maupassant suggests that this sequence of limitations has no final end 
state; there are very few moments that demonstrate Jeanne reclaiming social territory for 
herself, even after the birth of her first child, or after the death of her husband. Instead the 
circumscription continues into her dotage.116  
It may seem hard to imagine how, from a narrative like this, something like a 
hopeful conclusion might emerge.117 And yet, this is precisely what Maupassant achieves 
in the final movement of the novel. The last chapter reunites Jeanne with Rosalie, her 
sœur de lait, and Jeanne’s wayward son, and introduces her to her newborn 
granddaughter. In the closing lines of the novel the author points to Jeanne as part of a 
family liberated from traditional social structures, and thus freed, open to new 
possibilities, and new agency, where she is unshackled from the men who have 
                                               
116 In many respects we are invited to see Jeanne as a particular case. More accurately, 
Jeanne represents women of a certain upbringing and social class, and because of these 
two initial conditions, we learn that she is particularly ill-suited to adapting to changing 
circumstances in her marriage. 
117 Most modern critics (apart from Brevik-Zender who breaks somewhat with this 
tradition) characterize Maupassant’s writings as cynical, pessimistic, or even 
misanthropic. No fewer than six of the twenty-one chapters of a relatively recent volume 
of criticism on Une Vie, make reference to the author’s perceived pessimism. See 
Reflexions et Analyses sur…Une Vie de Guy de Maupassant, Paris: Élipses, 1999.  
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heretofore imposed such immense constraints on her life.   
 My approach to Une Vie aims to look at the novel’s use of spaces as they relate to 
Jeanne’s narrative. I look at various kinds of spaces, defined as either natural (the 
landscape), or domestic (the household) and group them into four categories. 
Maupassant’s symbolism is dense, and at times so thoroughly layered and interwoven 
that the text seems to be working at cross-purposes with itself, or to be unintentionally 
contradictory. A careful reading of the novel reveals that many of the apparent 
contradictions in the novel’s symbolism are the result of Maupassant’s choice to use 
close third-person narration. The narrator, though nominally omniscient is, much like 
Léon Chenal in Miss Harriet, just as blind to certain conditions in Jeanne’s life as she is 
herself. What this means, functionally for the novel, is that positive, ambiguous, and 
explicitly negative symbolism are frequently deployed simultaneously. 
For the reader, then, the difficulty lies in separating the symbolism that 
characterizes Jeanne’s point of view, including her blindness, from other material that 
reveals her self-delusions and the hard truths about her existence. First we examine ways 
in which spaces are represented as positive or harmonious; next we approach ways in 
which Maupassant’s ambiguous symbolism in his description of these spaces both 
suggests that this initial “optimistic” view is an illusion and foreshadows the turn that 
Jeanne’s life will take after her marriage; third, we examine how Maupassant 
demonstrates the ways in which both the domestic and natural spaces turn against his 
heroine. Finally, we review the (arguably few) moments scattered throughout the novel 
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that examine the author’s exploration of how things might have been different for Jeanne 
and her husband, were the social norms imposed upon her not so rigidly enforced.118  
 
Part 1: Natural and Domestic Spaces in Harmony 
First we turn our attention to examples of Maupassant’s positive representations 
of spaces, both natural and domestic. An early interlude in the novel suggests that there is 
a deep connection and harmony between the interior and exterior spaces Jeanne occupies. 
Two long passages in the opening chapter draw out this connection. Here the exterior 
world has been brought indoors, via the transformative power of Jean de la Fontaine’s 
fables and fine embroidery. In the château’s grand salon, Jeanne finds the following 
images woven into the fabric of the chairs: 
On entrait dans le salon démesuré, tendu de tapisseries à feuillages où se 
promenaient des oiseaux. Tout le meuble en tapisserie au petit point n’était 
que l’illustration des Fables de la Fontaine; et Jeanne eut un tressaillement 
de plaisir en retrouvant une chaise qu’elle avait aimée étant tout enfant et 
qui représentait l’histoire du Renard et de la Cigogne. (7) 
While there is a kind of nature represented here, it is one that is kept at a remove by 
means of two layers of artifice, first La Fontaine’s imposition of narrative, and then the 
                                               
118 These limited instances in the text (I shall discuss the two most important), are kept at 
a remove from the other symbolic movements in the novel. To a certain degree this 
“remove” is expressed spatially in that one takes place in the “other” space of Corsica. 
The second takes place at the end of the novel, when the intermingling of the novel’s 
early symbolism has already revealed itself, and has lost much of its importance.  
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translation of that narrative into needlework. If we read the external world as masculine 
and the interior of the domicile as feminine, the embroidery appears to represent a kind of 
harmony, where the two spaces are conjoined in the traditionally masculine artifice of 
narrative and the feminine artifice of embroidery.  
 Maupassant goes on to reinforce this apparent harmony by drawing the reader’s 
attention outward. From the window of Jeanne’s bedroom, the author presents his reader 
with a world full of beauty and potential, giving something of a panoramic tour of the 
property that is to become Jeanne’s particular space over the course of the novel. Here 
Maupassant focuses on the garden, describing it as “un large gazon jaune comme du 
beurre sous la lumière nocturne. Deux arbres géants se dressaient aux pointes devant le 
château, un platane au nord, un tilleul au sud” (11). The window gives Jeanne access to 
the beauty of nature that lies outside the domestic space. Yet the outside world also 
comes in through one window, “par où entrait un flot de lune qui répandait à terre une 
flaque de clarté” (9), after which we look out through the window opposite, where 
“Jeanne apercevait un grand arbre tout baigné de lumière douce” (9). The lunar and liquid 
properties ascribed to the light (flot, répandait, flaque, baigné) suggest femininity, which 
comes in from the exterior, thus mixing together masculine light and feminine water, 
domestic interior and masculine exterior. Furthermore, this unifying of oppositions 
continues in the smells from outside that enter through the window:  
Un jasmin grimpé autour des fenêtres d’en bas exhalait continuellement 
son haleine pénétrante qui se mêle à l’odeur plus légère des feuilles 
naissantes. De lentes rafales passaient apportant les saveurs fortes de l’air 
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salin et de la sueur visqueuse des varechs. 
La jeune fille s’abandonna d’abord au bonheur de respirer ; et le 
repos de la campagne la calma comme un bain frais. (12) 
Jeanne’s abandon suggests that all is right with the world, and a calming erasure of 
difference, both elemental (water and air) and spatial. In this scene at the window, if there 
at first appears to be an elemental difference at play—air against water, for example—we 
ultimately understand that the water serves as a unifying presence as it penetrates even 
into the odors of the rotting seaweed, and in the bain frais that recalls the frigid pools that 
Léon Chenal found so sexually invigorating in Miss Harriet, and even in the liquid 
quality Maupassant gives to the “flot de lune qui répandait à terre une flaque de clarté” 
(9), and that he describes as bathing the trees outside Jeanne’s window. “Water,” writes 
Richard B. Grant, “often represents the source of life.”119 In this case the water imagery 
blends into the sky, by means of this water-like light, and by the night itself that 
exchanges the masculine sun for the feminine moon,120 turning both interior and exterior 
spaces into a feminized landscape that abounds with fertility, inflorescence, and the 
potential for new growth.  
 The importance of water, in particular the ocean, continues on into the next 
chapter, and there are two important issues at stake, the first being that water is writ large 
as a symbolic medium that traverses this early part of the novel, and second, that water 
                                               
119 Richard B. Grant, “Imagery as a Means of Revelation in Maupassant’s ‘Une Vie,’” 
Studies in Philology, Vol. 60, No. 4 (Oct., 1963), p. 676. Hereinafter: Grant.  
120 See Grant, who explains that the sea represents “a female counterpart to the male sun” 
(676).   
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isn’t simply a thing, but that it defines a space. Traditionally, a space defined by water 
would be feminine, and yet, as we have seen throughout the action of the first chapter (as 
well as in Miss Harriet, where natural spaces are more ambiguously gendered), 
Maupassant repeatedly removes any limitations of gender that would define these spaces 
as exclusively feminine. 
Maupassant continues to emphasize the harmony of masculine and feminine 
spaces in a scene that takes place the next morning, when Jeanne ventures out with her 
father to the nearby town of Yport. There the two of them descend to the beach where 
they buy a fish so large that in order to carry it Jeanne’s father must thread his cane 
through the creature’s gill slits, allowing father and daughter, male and female, to share 
the burden.121 Situating this scene at the conclusion of the chapter gives it a particularly 
privileged position, and invites the reader to, at the very least, see the father-daughter 
relationship as one that is exceptionally close, and even collaborative.122  
In aligning the Baron with his daughter, however, we might also come to 
understand the father-daughter relationship somewhat differently. Here Maupassant 
represents the natural world as belonging just as much to the father as to the daughter. 
They carry the fish together, and the outing is for their mutual amusement. In this early 
moment in the novel, the sharing of the natural spaces (in particular bodies of water, as 
represented by the creatures that dwell within them) or the creatures that dwell within 
                                               
121 This scene recalls another in Miss Harriet, where Miss Harriet similarly purchases a 
fish. In the case of Miss Harriet, her aim is to return the creature immediately to the 
water.   
122 In fact, Jeanne’s relationship with her father will remain particularly close, until his 
death near the end of the novel. 
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them) and the erasure of difference between the interior of the chateau and its exterior 
garden and farmland, does not yet suggest a problematic blurring of boundaries.  
This equanimity between the natural and domestic or social spaces becomes clear 
at the start of Chapter II, where the author shows Jeanne demonstrating a mastery over 
the natural world that neither of Maupassant’s other heroines could ever hope for. The 
unnamed woman in “Première neige” has no such mastery and is compelled to submit to 
her husband both socially and financially, while Miss Harriet suffers from a similar (if 
also self-inflicted) submission to God. Jeanne, meanwhile, remains unencumbered by 
husband or children or onerous religious beliefs and is (momentarily) free to master the 
exterior/natural space of the Norman countryside.  
One such symbolic scene that demonstrates Jeanne’s at-one-ness with the natural 
world, and certainly one of the more compelling examples, is the scene that depicts her as 
a formidable swimmer. Maupassant shows her venturing fearlessly out into the ocean:  
Elle nageait à perte de vue, étant forte et hardie et sans conscience du 
danger. Elle se sentait bien dans cette eau froide, limpide et bleue qui la 
portrait en la balançant. Lorsqu’elle était loin du rivage, elle se mettait sur 
le dos, les bras croisés sur sa poitrine, les yeux perdus dans l’azur profond 
du ciel que traversait vite un vol d’hirondelle, ou la silhouette blanche 
d’un oiseau de mer. On n’entendait plus aucun bruit que le murmure 
éloigné du flot contre le galet et une vague rumeur de la terre glissant 
encore sur les ondulations des vagues, mais confuse, presque insaisissable. 
Et puis Jeanne se redressait et, dans un affolement de joie, poussait des 
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cris aigus en battant l’eau de ses deux mains.  
 Quelquefois, quand elle s’aventurait trop loin, une barque venait la 
chercher. (17)123  
Antonya Fonyi, editor of the Flammarion edition, points out that such “prouesses… 
devraient être inconnues à une jeune fille de bonne famille.”124 While Fonyi is justified in 
mentioning this, it is perhaps more interesting to consider that such feats of endurance 
swimming were limited to men. Perhaps the most famous example is that of Lord Byron 
whose crossing of the Hellespont in 1810, was certainly known in Maupassant’s time.125  
 As anachronistic as Jeanne’s swimming may be, it does fit into a larger trend 
toward the exploitation of waterways and seacoasts as leisure spaces, which gives this 
deployment a certain weight in the novel. In her recent book, Bathers, Bodies, and 
Beauty: The Visceral Eye, Linda Nochlin explains that “the evolving popular practices 
                                               
123 This visually striking image of the “l’azur profond…[que] traversait un hirondelle” is 
repeated in similar phrasing at the opening of Fort comme la Mort. There, the painter, 
Olivier Bertin, stares through the “trou clair” of the skylight in his rooftop studio, into 
“un infini lointain d’azur, où passaient, rapides, des vols d’oiseaux” (Rom. 837); in the 
next paragraph these birds are identified specifically as “hirondelles” (837). While the 
repetition of the motif suggests that Maupassant is simply recycling imagery, the larger 
implication is that the birds in the clear sky suggest freedom, while the addition of the 
window makes the image more claustrophobic. The feeling of being “trapped” (by social 
constraint, by the limits of one’s own aging body) is a major theme in Fort comme la 
Mort.  
124 See Une Vie, ed. Antonya Fonyi, Paris: Flammarion, 2009, pp. 298, n 17.  
125 See Lord Byron, Don Juan, Canto II, CV. In this Canto, Byron references his crossing 
and compares his accomplishments to those of his hero, writing that: 
A better swimmer [than Don Juan] you could scarce see ever, 
         He could, perhaps, have pass'd the Hellespont, 
      As once (a feat on which ourselves we prided) 
      Leander, Mr. Ekenhead, and I did. (837-840) 
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and representations of bathing and swimming—water sports and water amusements in 
general, specifically as they involve women— […] mark the nineteenth century as a 
whole and its latter half in particular.”126 Yet, as Nochlin points out, sea bathing does not 
emerge as a common practice for women until the latter part of the Second Empire, and 
so Jeanne’s prowess as a swimmer marks her as something of an écart.127 We might 
interpret Jeanne’s swimming as representing a sort of liberation rarely experienced by 
women of any social class, and in any time period. According to Nochlin, Renoir’s 
images of nude bathers, freed of their corsets and other restrictive clothing might, “enable 
a certain feminine fantasy […], a fantasy of bodily liberation,” that is perhaps not all that 
different from Jeanne’s freedom in the water.128 Jeanne’s swimming thus marks her not 
as strange, but as free, which is to say that her leisure activity is not limited by social 
constraints, as it would have been for a late nineteenth century audience, subject to the 
limitations imposed by the laborer’s and bourgeois’ working week, and by restrictive 
                                               
126 See Linda Nochlin, Bathers, Bodies, and Beauty: The Visceral Eye, Cambridge and 
London: Harvard UP, pp. 20. Hereinafter: Nochlin.  
127 See Yvette (1884), for instance, where the titular character and her suitor M. de 
Servigny, visit La Grenouillière. Yvette, Maupassant remarks, “nageait avec bonheur, 
avec ivresse, toute caressée par l’onde, frémissante d’un plaisir sensual, soulevée à 
chaque brasse, comme si elle allait s’élancer hors du bleue” (2:267). Her suitor, 
meanwhile “la suivait avec peine, essoufflé, méconent de se sentir mediocre” (2:267).   
128 Sea bathing, which became popular at locations along the Normandy coast during 
Maupassant’s adolescence, fits into the broader pursuits of leisure activities on the water. 
More important and more prevalent than bathing was boating. Paul Tucker, for instance, 
in Monet at Argenteuil, writes that “from the 1850s onward, the diversion that became 
one of the most popular was boating,” which he contends “offered the Sunday pleasure-
seeker the chance to exercise or relax, to test his strength and ingenuity in organized 
competition, or to while away the time in the arms of mother nature.” Paul Tucker, Monet 
at Argenteuil, New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1982, pp. 89.  
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clothing. She is, at this early moment in the novel, intrinsically free of such petty social 
and sartorial constraints.129   
 Unlike the female heroines of Miss Harriet and “Première neige,” Jeanne does not 
see herself as cut off from the natural world; unlike these other women, she is perfectly at 
home in the sea and in the landscape, in part because it is familiar to her. Maupassant has 
already hinted at this affinity, by drawing a clear distinction between Jeanne, who is from 
Normandy, and the heroine of “Première neige,” who is a native Parisian, and who often 
pleads with her husband to allow her to visit her home there (and her family).130 For 
Jeanne there is no need to return anywhere, because she is already in her ancestral home, 
where she is for the moment unencumbered by a husband. Thus when the text removes 
the divisions between interior and the exterior spaces, Jeanne is presented as belonging 
equally to both spaces.  
 This harmony in the early chapters of Une Vie represents a very real departure 
from the pessimism expressed in the shorter works we have discussed above. It may be 
useful to consider first that the sense of optimism that obtains throughout the first part of 
the novel comes from Jeanne herself and that the way we see and understand it is 
                                               
129 Maupassant later undercuts this notion of freedom, with the boating scenes that 
follow. This corporeal and social freedom that Jeanne experiences, however, is not an 
illusion.   
130 Maupassant, himself a native of the Norman coast (he spent his childhood near 
Étretat), treats his native landscape as an emotional (if not quite sentimental) topography, 
while reserving much of his vitriol for Paris and Paris society. His novels Bel-Ami, Fort 
comme la Mort, and Notre Cœur are all set in Paris, and allow him to explore his disgust 
with Parisian society. Even so, part of the second book of Fort comme la Mort takes 
place in Normandy, in a locale not unlike the chateau represented in Une Vie. As much as 
the Paris sections feel claustrophobic, the Normandy chapters are expansive.   
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influenced by her perceptions, which are as yet untested by the constraints of marriage, 
the violence of her initiation into the commerce of sex, or the boredom of domestic life. 
However, as we shall see, other aspects of the blurring of divisions that we have seen 
illustrated thus far serve also to foreshadow, through symbolic language in these scenes, 
the future disappointment and despair that follows upon these initial positive experiences. 
 
Part 2: Symbolic Spatial Ambiguity and its Deployment in the Novel 
A. The Ambiguous Treatment of Water and Vessels 
The apparently positive representations of domestic and natural spaces are more 
complex than Jeanne at first understands. In fact, many of these passages and scenes 
combine symbolic imagery that complicates their interpretation, and reveal that the 
optimism and exuberance expressed through Jeanne’s point of view are perhaps 
mistaken. The generally positive tone of the first chapters, these ambiguities suggest, is 
but an illusion waiting to be lost. We see this most readily in Maupassant’s ambiguous 
treatment of water imagery throughout this early movement of the novel.  
We have already discussed the more positive aspects related to water in the 
sections above. Jeanne’s first encounter with water, however, is the rain that falls from a 
sky that “semblait crevé” (3) and that delays Jeanne’s departure from the family home to 
the countryside. Water thus prevents Jeanne from moving forward with both her journey 
and her life, suggesting that Jeanne’s transition to adult life in the country will not be an 
easy one. Rain also obscures and limits her view through the windows, making it difficult 
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to see the surrounding buildings and streets, which itself suggests not only Jeanne’s 
blindness to the difficulties she will soon face as a young woman of her social class, but 
also to the ways in which she has been prevented from seeing the reality of her situation. 
The only other description of the exterior world mentions “les rues désertes” and “les 
maisons comme des éponges” (3), certainly an apt and realistic description of the Norman 
weather, but one that also produces “le premier gros chagrin de son existence” (5). While 
this initial chagrin is fleeting, that we encounter it this early at all in the text introduces 
the fact that this is the first of many.  
Moreover, the rain carries with it an implicit threat of dissolution when 
Maupassant describes it as “délayant [la terre] en bouillie, la fondant comme du sucre” 
(3). Furthermore, the rain appears as an unavoidable, elemental force, one that insinuates 
itself everywhere in a negative way, suggested by the word “sweating”: “les maisons [...] 
buvaient l’humidité qui pénétrait au-dedans et faisait suer les murs de la cave au grenier” 
(3). This suggests that water belongs to the space of the natural and exterior world and is 
something that penetrates the domicile from without. In “Première neige,” this 
penetration comes with an explicit threat: the moisture that permeates the walls of the 
ancient structure represents the exterior encroaching upon the interior (domestic and 
feminine) space in ways that leave the woman no space of her own, not even her own 
body (1:1098).131  
As was the case in “Première neige,” in Une Vie water has saturated the walls of 
                                               
131 The water trapped in the walls is, according to Maupassant, something that antedates 
the young woman’s arrival.   
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the family townhouse, thus suggesting not the positive blending of gendered spaces, but 
instead a penetration by a menacing external force. This particular threat to Jeanne is less 
specific, though having water penetrate the house blends the exterior and interior spaces 
in an uncomfortable way that appears to overwhelm the interior of the home. If 
Maupassant were predictably following the femino-spatial cliché of the feminine natural 
or feminine domestic, either the water or the home itself would represent her. 
Maupassant’s unstable use of the cliché, however, undermines the commonplace. 
Throughout his fiction, Maupassant uses water symbolism—elsewhere a traditional 
symbol of femininity—more ambiguously. In Miss Harriet, water has both feminine and 
masculine qualities, while in “Première neige,” water takes on a masculine character. 
This ambiguity leaves his reader to wonder whether the water that threatens to penetrate 
inward from the masculine exterior world, and thus bears such importance in “Première 
neige,” has the same significance in this instance. 
As the family departs, the rain abates, and Maupassant’s description of the 
landscape continues with more negative symbolism. Now exiting the city, Jeanne first 
sees, “la ligne des grands navires dont les mâts, les vergues, les cordages se dressaient 
tristement dans le ciel ruisselant, comme des arbres dépouillés” (5, emphasis added). 
Once they have entered the countryside she encounters, “[d]es prairies” where “de temps 
en temps un saule noyé, les branches pendants avec un abandonnement de cadavre se 
dessinaient vaguement à travers un brouillard d’eau” (5, emphasis added). It must be 
stated here that water and the weather pose no physical threat, only a symbolic one, and 
there is no real obstacle to either Jeanne’s physical or figurative journeys. Even so, it is 
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telling that Maupassant settles on such threatening imagery so early in the novel, 
suggesting that we may expect further expressions of violence later on. 
Adding to the ambiguity of the water symbolism and Jeanne’s mastery of the 
water-space, Maupassant plays on the mer/mère pun, by binding up the feminine water 
symbolism of the ocean in the body of Jeanne’s mother, who during the carriage ride to 
the château, falls asleep. Maupassant describes how, “[la] figure [de la mère]…s’affaissa 
peu à peu, mollement soutenue par les trois vagues de son cou dont les dernières 
ondulations se perdaient dans la pleine mer de sa poitrine” (4, emphasis added). Thus the 
sea (mer) and the mother’s body (mère) become confused, her head rising and falling like 
a boat on the ocean swells of her chest.132 In both cases, the confusion between the 
mother and the sea takes on an additional meaning, in that the ocean signifies a woman 
(nominally the mother). Later in the chapter, the interior of the domicile and the exterior 
of the garden are ambiguously blended into spaces that are neither exterior nor interior, 
but instead somehow both. We might conceive of the domicile, the landscape, and the 
ocean, as spaces that are not exclusively natural or feminine, but are instead characterized 
as blended social spaces, where men and women encounter one another. 
One final scene of the symbolism of water shows its ambiguous and complex 
meanings. At the end of the storm, blue sky appears, yet the representation of the natural 
world suggests the social interior spaces of a cathedral, while the terms used by 
                                               
132 Maupassant will use this play on words again in another of his novels set in 
Normandy, Pierre et Jean, where again the importance of both the sea (mer) and the 
mother (mère) will take on a particular significance not only for the older child, Pierre, 
but for Pierre’s father, Roland, who is an avid amateur sailor and fisherman. See Rom. 
717-833.  
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Maupassant are suggestively violent:   
Peu à peu, la violence de l’averse diminuait; puis ce ne fut plus qu’une 
sorte de brume, une très fine poussière de pluie voltigeant. La voûte des 
nuées semblait s’élever, blanchir ; et soudain, par un trou qu’on ne voyait 
point, un long rayon de soleil oblique descendit sur les prairies. 
Et les nuages, s’étant fendus, le fond bleu du firmament parut ; puis 
la déchirure s’agrandit comme une voile qui se déchire ; et un beau ciel 
pur d’un azur net et profond se développa sur le monde. (6-7, emphasis 
added) 
The lifting veil of clouds resembles a vaulted ceiling, and the oblique ray of light that 
enters suggests perhaps the windows of a cathedral. This trick of description (that 
borrows heavily from the visual arts) divides up the landscape into a vast interior that has 
a definite structure that is bounded by the darkening wall and ceiling of clouds, and that 
is, at the same time being violently torn apart (déchiré).133 The weather is no longer an 
obstacle to Jeanne’s forward progress (perhaps it never was), but meanwhile the violent 
imagery presented in this figure of the tear (déchirure) in the clouds suggests that Jeanne 
is still in symbolic danger now that she has ventured out into the world, a suggestion that 
will be confirmed on her wedding night. At the same time, the image of an interior being 
                                               
133 In particular the image of light breaking through clouds has been a common feature in 
representational painting, and used to great effect by Rembrandt and other members of 
the Dutch school. Maupassant’s visual descriptions of the natural world, as well as of 
representational paintings (as we have already seen in Miss Harriet, and which appear in 
Bel-Ami and throughout Fort comme la Mort,), suggest a familiarity with the work. In 
this instance, Maupassant has repurposed the image and imbued it with his own (violent) 
symbolism.  
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torn apart by invisible forces implies that there remains a fundamental tension between 
interior and exterior spaces. 
To summarize, early evidence suggests that we see the erasure of difference in a 
positive light. Jeanne, the text suggests, can be not merely a master of one space (the 
domestic interior), but of the exterior (natural) world, too. However the text also makes 
the fluidity between boundaries more menacing. The rain keeps Jeanne from entering the 
exterior world (temporarily) and permeates everything as it pours forth from the sky, runs 
in the streets, and even seeps through the walls, suggesting that the masculine encroaches 
upon Jeanne from the exterior, while it holds her captive.  
 
B. The Illusion of Female Mastery Over Space 
 As we saw above, Jeanne shows remarkable mastery of exterior space in her 
prowess as a swimmer. However, even though she enters the sea as a swimmer, the sea is 
otherwise more clearly a male space. Men travel along its surface in boats. At times they 
are called upon to rescue Jeanne from her own daring that carries her too far out to sea. 
While the first chapter ends with father and daughter sharing the burden of the fish 
caught from the sea, other ocean scenes cast Jeanne in the role of prey. This ambiguity 
introduces the question of the possibility of female mastery of exterior space.  
As for interior space, the decorations on Jeanne’s bed and in her bedchamber 
begin to provide an answer to this question. The bed is ambiguous like the sea, both in 
the way it behaves as a “gendered” feminine space, and in the way this gendering is 
subverted. Like the chateau, like the lands and farms attached to the chateau’s domains, 
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this room is meant to belong to Jeanne. Early on, the text appears to underscore this 
ownership, but even these early scenes are tainted with foreshadowing that Jeanne does 
not comprehend, but that is nonetheless observable.  
Jeanne’s bed is an elaborately carved piece of furniture, featuring birds, and 
garlands of fruit. The drapery on the bed itself is cheerful: “Le couvre-pieds et la tenture 
du ciel de lit scintillaient comme deux firmaments. Ils étaient faits d’une soie antique 
d’un bleu foncé qu’étiolaient par places de grandes fleurs de lis brodés en or” (9). 
Meanwhile the decorations on the walls are “Des tapisseries d’origine flamande [qui] 
peuplaient ce lieu de personnages singuliers” (9). Maupassant describes these decorations 
in detail: 
Un jeune seigneur et une jeune dame habillés en vert, en rouge et en jaune 
de la façon la plus étrange causaient sous un arbre bleu où mûrissaient des 
fruits blancs. Un gros lapin de même couleur broutait un peu d’herbe 
grise.  
 Juste au-dessus des personnages, dans un lointain de convention, 
on apercevait cinq petites maisons rondes aux toits aigus […]  
 Les deux autres panneaux ressemblaient beaucoup au premier, sauf 
qu’on voyait sortir des maisons quatre petits bonshommes vêtus à la façon 
des Flamands et qui levaient les bras au ciel en signe d’étonnement et de 
colère extrêmes. 
 Mais la dernière tenture représentait un drame. Près du lapin qui 
broutait toujours, le jeune homme étendu semblait mort. La jeune dame, le 
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regardant, se perçait le sein d’une épée ; et les fruits de l’arbre étaient 
devenus noirs.  
 Jeanne renonçait à comprendre quand elle découvrit dans un coin 
une bestiole microscopique, que le lapin s’il eût vécu, aurait pu manger 
comme un brin d’herbe. Et cependant c’était un lion. (10) 
The author later explains that Jeanne sees the bestiole, and realizes that the tapestry 
represents the unhappy tale of the lovers Pyramus and Thisbe.134 
Unlike the natural and domestic spaces seen in Zola’s La Faute, here artifice 
accentuates the division of the domestic space from the natural world. The images 
depicted in the carvings on the furniture and in the embroidery are highly stylized (the 
carved birds and garlands of fruit and flowers in the bed’s wooden frame, the fleur-de-lis 
pattern in the underside of the bed’s draping). The tapestries moreover impose narrative 
artifice onto a natural setting, which in this case the four separate panels represent an 
elaborate nature scene that distorts the proportions of the natural world (the rabbit, for 
instance, dwarfs the lion and the human figures) and incorporates details from the 
“artificial” story of Pyramus and Thisbe. The imagery is suggestive, in particular because 
Maupassant draws an analogy between an unhappy love story—one whose tragic 
moment hinges on a misunderstanding between the lovers—and Jeanne’s bedroom, the 
most private of spaces. Inscribing this unhappy story more than prefigures that Jeanne’s 
marriage is doomed to be an unhappy one. While later chapters will make this truth 
explicit, for now, we take note that nature appears to be something that is imposed upon 
                                               
134 “Alors elle reconnut les malheurs de Pyrame et de Thysbé” (10). 
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Jeanne, much the same way as the “natural” images are inscribed into her bed, or 
embroidered into the fabrics that cover the walls.  
 As for the exterior world, the text subverts Jeanne’s mastery over nature by 
replacing her formidable prowess as a swimmer with boating. Chapter III, when Jeanne 
begins her courtship with her future husband, is nominally a festive chapter, focused on 
the two young lovers. We note an important shift, however, in Maupassant’s 
representation of water. Here Jeanne, instead of entering the sea on her own, embarks on 
an outing with the Vicomte de Lamare (her future husband), crammed onto one of the 
benches of a boat piloted by Père Lastique, a rough old sailor, who, “fumait, sans repos, 
son moignon de pipe” and who at regular intervals “lançait à la mer un long jet de salive 
brune” (26).135 The boat constrains Jeanne, leaves her pressed close against the Vicomte, 
while she watches Père Lastique spitting into the water (which we have already seen as 
an extension of her body).136  
 This sullying of Jeanne’s space provides necessary context for a second boat 
scene that comes shortly after the first. Jeanne’s courtship with Julien (the vicomte) has 
been progressing well, and not many weeks after this first boat trip, Le Vicomte de 
Lamare (he is at this juncture still referred to by his formal title), arrives unannounced 
and without explanation. To Jeanne’s surprised question, “Qu’y a-t-il donc?” her father 
only answers, “Tu le sauras tout à l’heure” (32). This lack of knowledge signifies her 
                                               
135 Smoking a pipe and spitting is a habit that Julien, Jeanne’s husband, will adopt, once 
he and Jeanne have married.  
136 This scene also establishes a fundamental incompatibility between the lovers. When 
discussing their desire to travel, Jeanne suggests Italy, Greece, and Corsica, while Julien 
prefers Switzerland, “à cause des chalets et des lacs” (29). 
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misapprehension of social situations, and consequently of what will happen to her. Their 
destination still unknown, Jeanne finds herself getting into the berline, while one of the 
family’s maids declares to the Baronne, “Vrai, Madame, on dirait une noce” (32). 
Maupassant leaves the reader to wonder whether Jeanne isn’t in fact about to be driven to 
a surprise wedding, and even makes the coach stop at the edge of the town of Yport, from 
where the family proceeds toward the beach, stopping briefly “devant l’église,” and 
accumulating an ever-growing train of “matelots dans leurs hardes neuves” (32). We do 
not learn that the celebration is something other than a wedding until the family reaches 
the beach, where Jeanne discovers “une foule […] autour d’une barque neuve 
enguirlandée. Son mât, sa voile, ses cordages étaient couvertes de longs rubans qui 
voltigeaient dans la brise, et son nom JEANNE apparaissait en lettres d’or, à l’arrière” 
(32). The christening of the boat is thus structured like a wedding (during which new 
names can be given). More generally the ceremony is something like a celebration of 
Jeanne’s coming of age, but along with that goes her indoctrination into and her 
acceptance of her new role. Among the many things this entails are marriage and entry 
into sexual commerce. When before she swam independently and freely (we might read 
this freedom she experiences as being of a piece with her childhood), Jeanne, like the 
boat her father has had built, is now labeled as object. 
 This turn of events shows what Jeanne is giving up by submitting to courtship and 
marriage. While she once was a free agent, at one with the medium in which she lived, 
she is now a vessel, owned and paid for “avec l’argent du baron,” (33) her father, and 
piloted by père Lastique, who will function as the “patron de ce bateau” (32). It is telling, 
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too, that the meaning and purpose of the ceremony is kept from her until the last possible 
moment, because the realities of married life must be kept hidden from the young woman 
until the transaction has been sealed. The dramaturgy of the scene points to a homosocial 
arrangement between the baron and the vicomte, where Jeanne is necessary only as a 
symbol to complete the exchange.  
The boat subsequently disappears from the rest of the narrative, only to reappear 
conveniently when Jeanne’s wayward and foolish son, Paul, steals it in order to flee to 
Rouen, where he is engaging in socially and financially ruinous behavior. All of this 
suggests that Jeanne’s purpose, as is the case with the boat, is as a vehicle for men to use 
in order to fulfill their own desires.  
 The christening scene also serves to show Jeanne’s world becoming spatially 
constricted by the enclosed space of boat, her space effectively reduced from the limitless 
ocean in which she swims (and which her mother mer/mère embodies), to the width of a 
narrow seat. If early representations show Jeanne at one with—or perhaps more precisely, 
believing herself to be at one with—the natural world, the novel instead reveals, the 
exchange of her oneness with the ocean for an identity as an object on that ocean. 
Furthermore, we understand that these two boat scenes, themselves suggestive of the 
hemming-in of Jeanne and her living circumstances, are closely linked with her courtship 
to the Vicomte de Lamare, whose surname suggests (as does Wolmar’s in La nouvelle 
Héloïse), a body of water. This boating scene draws a distinct (if also anachronistic) 
connection with the popular, late nineteenth-century leisure activity of boating. It 
underscores Jeanne’s new importance as a vessel by which commodified leisure is 
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enjoyed.  
Returning to the first of these boat journeys, we discover that Maupassant’s nature 
imagery is often deployed ambiguously. After having sighted the “grandes arcades 
d’Étretat” (27) and disembarked on an isolated beach, Jeanne’s father departs for a 
solitary walk, leaving his daughter and the vicomte alone with the Père Lastique. Rather 
than stay put, she and the vicomte set out to explore the landscape on their own, and 
while Jeanne appears to “read” the situation as a pleasant encounter, Maupassant 
continually undercuts the positive imagery. The open fields provide no shelter, and 
though much of the scene appears to depict the quaint and proper country life, “[u]n soleil 
dévorant tombait sur eux. Des deux côtés de la route les récoltes mûres se penchaient, 
pliées sous la chaleur” (28). In itself the notion of the devouring sun may appear peculiar, 
yet it is in keeping with the more threatening aspects of the natural world to which Jeanne 
(as the text shows) is often blinded by her own naiveté. This is the second time we have 
seen the sun represented in personified terms. Richard B. Grant indicates an earlier scene 
wherein, “[Jeanne] tendit les bras vers l’espace rayonnant, avec une envie d’embrasser le 
soleil” (Rom. 14), writing that in this instance, “the sun is presented as a lover” (675). 
Because the vicomte’s desires, as we learn later, are predatory, we come to understand 
that the two representations show the idealized nature of love that Jeanne believes in, 
contrasted with the reality of married existence. First the sun represents Jeanne’s desire 
for an ideal love, while this later representation of the devouring sun allows the landscape 
to speak Julien’s desire.  
Proceeding down a number of continually shrinking and constraining pathways 
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(from the open field, to a narrower allée, to a thick wood), the couple find refuge from the 
sun in a wood where the sun disappears: “[e]ncaissée entre deux talus, une allée étroite 
s’avançait sous de grands arbres impénétrables au soleil” (Rom. 28). What is important 
here is the way the landscape, which was open farmland (dotted here and there with 
structures) and an open valley, becomes an enclosed space. The enclosed space of the 
allée provides a pleasant “espèce de fraîcheur moisie [qui] les saisit en entrant” (28). The 
damp quickly takes on a more menacing quality, with Maupassant describing “cette 
humidité […] qui fait frissonner la peau et pénètre dans les poumons” (28). The change 
represented here is not simply a transition from harsh daylight into comforting shade, but 
also a symbolic one: the cultivated, solar landscape shifts to a more “feminine” setting, 
with the forest arranged to create a sheltered and agreeable space that almost resembles a 
room within the chateau. Maupassant leans heavily on this comforting fraîcheur, which 
we have encountered elsewhere as a representation of the feminine in Maupassant’s 
writing.137 Here they enter into an idyllic scene that is laced with ambiguous symbolism:  
Ils avançaient: « Tiens, là-bas, nous pourrons nous asseoir un peu » dit-elle. 
Deux vieux arbres était morts, et, profitant du trou fait dans la verdure, une 
averse de lumière tombait là, chauffait la terre, avait réveillé des germes de 
gazon, de pissenlits et de lianes, fait éclore des petites fleurs blanches, fines 
comme un brouillard, et des digitales pareilles à des fusées. Des papillons, 
des abeilles, des frelons trapus, des cousins démesurés qui ressemblaient à 
                                               
137 See, for instance, Léon Chenal’s descriptions of the natural world in the opening 
passages of Miss Harriet.  
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des squelettes de mouches, mille insectes volants, des bêtes à bon Dieux 
roses et tachetées, des bêtes d’enfer aux reflets verdâtres, d’autres noires 
avec des cornes, peuplaient ce puits lumineux et chaud, creusé dans 
l’ombre glacée des feuillages. (28)  
This description, which begins the “downpour” (averse) of light, represents a marriage of 
two earlier images in the first chapter, namely the literal rainstorm that prevents her from 
departing on her journey in the family’s berline, and the end of the storm, where we see a 
shaft of sunlight creating a tear (déchirure) in the clouds. Here again the masculine and 
feminine meet, sunlight reaching the forest floor, through a newly made gap in the 
foliage. What is peculiar about this scene is the way in which it combines images of life 
and productivity—blooming flowers, newly sprouted grass, and bees harvesting nectar—
with images of death (the clearing is the result of two fallen trees).  
To some extent, the setting Maupassant describes functions like the tree hidden 
within the Paradou in Zola’s La Faute. While in Zola the tree is described as both phallic 
and like a woman giving birth, here the shaft of light emphasizes the empty space left 
behind in the absence of the trees that have since collapsed to make room for new 
growth, creating a kind of womb that is subsequently penetrated by the phallic sunlight 
falling in from above. 
 This combination of masculine and feminine, of fecundity and death, in this 
natural setting is highly ambiguous. The space is at once liberating and constricting. 
Jeanne exclaims, “Comme on est bien ! [...] Il y a des moments où je voudrais être 
mouche ou papillon pour me cacher dans les fleurs” (28). Her desire to become an insect 
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is very like Miss Harriet’s, who similarly wishes to become a bird and fly away into the 
heavens.138 This scene places a number of things in balance: life and death, growth and 
decomposition, light and dark, openness and constraint, male and female, while at the 
same time suggesting a hierarchical structure (the clearing is, for instance, organized 
vertically, with male light shining down into the dark, natural space). It is this balancing 
out of the male and female (in opposition to the hierarchical) that is particularly important 
in this novel, given that so much of Jeanne’s existence, from marriage to maternity, is 
imposed on her by male dominated social convention.  
 
Part 3: Negative Spatial Symbolism  
It may be useful to begin our consideration of the negative aspects of the text by 
noting that the sense of optimism that obtains throughout the first part of the novel comes 
from Jeanne and the narrator’s limited focus on her thoughts and actions. The way we see 
and understand is influenced by her perceptions, which are as yet untested by the 
constraints of marriage, the violence of her initiation into the commerce of sex, or the 
boredom of domestic life. The ambiguities that we have seen illustrated thus far serve to 
show, in fact, that Maupassant has been foreshadowing from the beginning the future 
disappointment and despair that follows upon these initial positive experiences. Though 
this suggestively negative symbolism is present from nearly the beginning, as the novel 
progresses from courtship to marriage, the negative comes to overwhelm the positive 
                                               
138 See above, p. 97. 
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imagery.   
We find a good example of this positive symbolism turned against itself in 
Maupassant’s use of windows. As we saw above, Jeanne embarks on two journeys, one 
literal, one metaphorical, and her position within the chapter is static in the sense that she 
is stuck on thresholds. In similar fashion these windows allow for communication 
between interior and exterior spaces. However, while she is in the interior, she is 
portrayed as either standing or seated in front of a window: first in her room in the 
family’s maison particulière, later staring out at the countryside from her family’s coach, 
and finally at the window of her room at the chateau. Thus Jeanne is not so much her own 
agent as a figure that sits posed on thresholds, within one confined space or another, even 
when she travels and believes herself to be moving forward. More important, Jeanne is 
represented as contained, within a room, within a home, within a carriage. Her journey, 
then, is contained and constrained within other spaces, beginning with her room, and 
continuing on into the later movements of the chapter, when her family arrives at their 
chateau, after nightfall.139  
The symbolic divisions place particular importance of the way that Jeanne 
remains stationary, in a sense, both physically and socially. While the carriage scene 
closes on Jeanne having crossed a great distance, in many ways we nonetheless find her 
in the same place as where she began, standing on the verge of her life’s journey. It is 
                                               
139 Jeanne’s understanding is that the château will belong to her. She asks her father, 
“Est-ce beau, maintenant, mon château?” (6). Maupassant has something of a habit of 
giving away the central conflict in his novels right from the beginning, and her father’s 
response is telling, “Tu verras, fillette” (6). Which is to say that yes, the family intends 
for her to live there, but it will never truly belong to her.  
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telling, too, that we see her as someone who has not moved herself, but has been 
moved—passively—from one place to another, first from the convent, to her room in the 
maison particulière, to her seat in the family’s berline, and now finally her perch in the 
chateau.140 Each move seems to promise the beginning of Jeanne’s transition from child 
to adult, from powerlessness to agency, and yet at every turn, each of these movements 
returns her yet again to the threshold, between interior and exterior or between youth and 
adulthood.  
However we choose to read the significance of these thresholds, Jeanne is stuck, 
first on one threshold, and then another. The novel represents her not as perched on the 
verge of something new and wonderful, but instead blocked, all while giving her the 
illusion of harmony, freedom, ownership, or agency. 
Maupassant shows the falsity of Jeanne’s illusions about both domestic and 
exterior spaces over the course of the supposedly happy day of her wedding. Following 
the ceremony, the couple separates from the wedding party and together they begin a 
journey into a natural space similar to the one we encounter during the scene in the 
clearing after the boating scene discussed above. Maupassant describes how together the 
newlyweds “montèrent sur le talus, et muets tous deux, se mirent à regarder la mer. Il 
faisait un peu frais, bien qu’on fût au milieu d’août; le vent du nord soufflait, et le grand 
soleil luisait durement dans le ciel tout bleu” (41). The combination of sun and wind 
                                               
140 Epistolary novels, of course, thrive on this kind of movement from container to 
container, they create the perception that the (frequently) female narrator is standing still, 
for she must necessarily be rooted at her writing desk for the action to move forward. 
Thus the landscape appears to move, while the woman appears to stand still. Here 
Maupassant captures something of that same effect, through slightly different means.   
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drives the couple to find shelter in the “la vallée ondulante et boisée qui descend vers 
Yport” (42). Here they are out of the wind, and the valley takes on an interior quality. 
They then leave “le chemin pour prendre un étroit sentier s’enfonçant sous les feuilles” 
(42), where the way becomes increasingly restricted: 
Ils pouvaient à peine marcher de front ; alors elle sentit un bras qui se 
glissait lentement autour de sa taille.  
 […] Des branches basses leur caressaient les cheveux ; ils se 
courbaient souvent pour passer. Elle cueillit une feuille ; deux bêtes à bon 
Dieu, pareilles à deux frêles coquillages, étaient blotties dessous.  
Alors elle dit, innocente et rassurée un peu : « Tiens, un ménage. »  
Julien effleura son oreille de sa bouche : « Ce soir vous serez ma 
femme. » 
[…E]lle ne songeait encore qu’à la poésie de l’amour, et fut 
surprise. Sa femme ? Ne l’était-elle pas déjà ? (42) 
The way the vegetation restricts Jeanne physically is telling. The plants, their branches 
clutching at her body like her husband’s limbs, enclose her, suggesting the coming 
violence of her wedding night. This scene in the forest leans heavily on that word 
innocente, more than suggesting that Nature, as represented in the two insects nestled 
together on the underside of a leaf, is not something to which Jeanne is innately bound, 
but that the natural world, because of her innocence in sexual matters, is a mystery to her. 
Her understanding of the insects as a “ménage” recalls Miss Harriet’s naïve attempts at 
engaging with the animal world. Moreover, her surprise and confusion at the apparent 
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double meaning of the word femme, suggests that this innocence (or ignorance) and the 
reality of married heterosexuality are about to collide.  
And collide they do, at the conclusion of the chapter. Jeanne and her husband 
sleep in separate rooms, but after the wedding dinner is over, and everyone has retreated 
upstairs, he enters her room to “take possession” of her. The ambiguity of the symbolism 
of the bed, discussed above, now becomes firmly negative on Jeanne’s wedding night. On 
hearing her husband penetrating her room, Jeanne’s first reaction is to exclaim, “Oh, que 
vous m’avez fait peur!” (46). Much of the ensuing scene serves to reinforce the 
misunderstanding already made clear in Jeanne’s earlier question about her status as wife, 
ne l’était-elle pas déjà?, which she repeats now to her husband: “Est-ce que je ne la suis 
pas ?” (47). She is, of course, in her husband’s eyes not yet his “petite femme,” and the 
belief that she is signals just how far Jeanne’s understanding of married life is from its 
reality.   
What follows Julien’s penetration of Jeanne’s bedroom, is the penetration (taking 
possession) of her body. The rape141 depicted here contains much of the same blending of 
interior and exterior seen in his earlier descriptions of the chateau and repeats some of the 
violent imagery seen in the opening chapter in Maupassant’s description of the clouds 
that tear open to reveal a shaft of light seen during the carriage ride. Jeanne’s husband “la 
saisit à bras le corps, rageusement, comme affamé d’elle” (48), and from here, the novel 
does not stint on detail that many novelists would elide:  
                                               
141 See Grant, p. 680, who uses this term, and I repeat it here. 
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[Julien] parcourait de baisers rapides, de baisers mordants, de baisers fous 
toute sa face et le haut de sa gorge, l’étourdissant de caresses. Elle avait 
ouvert les mains et restait inerte sous ses efforts, ne sachant plus ce qu’elle 
faisait, ce qu’il faisait, dans un trouble de pensée qui ne lui laissait rien 
comprendre. Mais une souffrance aiguë la déchira soudain; et se mit à 
gémir, tordue dans ses bras, pendant qu’il la possédait violemment. (48 
emphasis added) 
As in the image of the ray of light tearing apart the clouds (Maupassant deploys the same 
word, “déchirer,” during Jeanne’s first overland journey), revealing what lay beyond, this 
new rupture results in a much more evident revelation. In the aftermath of Jeanne’s first 
sexual experience, she realizes that “Voilà donc ce qu’il appelle être sa femme; c’est 
cela! c’est cela!” (48). Important here is that this realization of what it means to be a wife 
comes with a spatial dimension relating to her bedroom as well as to the nature scenes. 
What is particularly compelling about this scene is not simply the manner in which it 
reveals the awfulness of Jeanne’s wedding night without resorting to metaphor or 
figurative language, but also that it does not simply come to an end when Julien climaxes. 
Instead, the text recapitulates the insult to Jeanne’s body by emphasizing his bothersome 
presence in her private space, when he falls into a slumber that leaves her more “outragée 
[…] que par sa brutalité” (48).  
 Jeanne’s attention turns from her husband toward the window of her room, where 
“Le jour parut, terne d’abord, puis clair, puis rose, puis éclatant” (48). This is the same 
window where Jeanne spent a similarly sleepless night after her arrival at les Peuples, and 
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the difference between the two scenes is striking. While on arrival, she stood before the 
window, actively surveying the land surrounding the chateau, now she is confined to the 
bed, and this confinement limits what she can see. Gone is the landscape, replaced in this 
instance by the pre-dawn sky, which slowly changes color from terne to éclatant. With 
this change in the light (first dull, then dazzling), comes the enlightening understanding 
of what être femme really means, in both senses of the word.  
Underscoring the importance of this spatial change to the household, Maupassant 
concludes the chapter by stating that “la journée s’écoula ainsi qu’à l’ordinaire comme si 
rien de nouveau n’était survenu. Il n’y avait qu’un homme de plus dans la maison” (49). 
And yet this rien de nouveau is fraught with meaning: the addition of the husband 
disrupts the familial dynamic from which they have heretofore operated. Four days later, 
Jeanne is spirited off to her honeymoon in a berline, much as she was at the beginning of 
her journey, still contained, and still a passive object being moved from place to place.  
On return from her honeymoon, we once more see her positioned in front of this 
same window. Much as Jeanne realized after her husband’s penetration into her room, 
bed, and body, what être femme really means, she has a similar epiphany regarding the 
state of her marriage: 
Alors elle s’aperçut qu’elle n’avait plus rien à faire, plus jamais rien à faire 
[...] L’homme espéré, rencontré, aimé, épousé en quelques semaines, 
comme on épouse en ces brusques déterminations, l’emportait dans ses 
bras sans la laisser réfléchir à rien.  
 Mais voilà que la douce réalité des premiers jours allait devenir la 
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réalité quotidienne qui fermait la porte aux espoirs indéfinis, aux 
charmantes inquiétudes de l’inconnu. Oui, c’était fini d’attendre. 
 Alors plus rien à faire, aujourd’hui, ni demain ni jamais. Elle 
sentait tout cela vaguement à une certaine désillusion, à un affaissement de 
ses rêves. Elle se leva et vint coller son front aux vitres froides. Puis après 
avoir regardé quelque temps le ciel où roulaient des nuages sombres, elle 
se décida à sortir. (69) 
This passage is remarkable in the way it manipulates the way Jeanne views the world. 
While earlier she looked out onto an expansive vista of the chateau’s gardens and the sea 
beyond, which appeared to signal the limitless potential of her young life, now instead 
she can only see the dark sky full of clouds. The imagery presented here is nearly 
identical to that seen in “Première neige.” 142 In this instance, however, the view 
disappears, in favor of an indistinct and roiling sky and Jeanne’s bleak interior thoughts.  
We have already witnessed some of her hopelessness during this final scene at the 
window, where she places her head on the glass. Much of what happens in the chapters to 
come provides an extended treatment of what “Première neige” accomplishes in more 
cursory form. Jeanne’s experiences ostensibly provide a realistic of treatment of the 
dullness of country living (as compared to the more stimulating, but morally bankrupt, 
life in the capital). To some degree the isolation is Julien’s fault, for he, “ayant revêtu lui-
                                               
142 In “Première neige,” Maupassant’s language is strikingly similar. While the view is 
almost exactly the same, the unnamed woman in “Première neige” is in the midst of 
realizing a total foreclosure of options—she has recently suffered not only the loss of her 
mother and father, but also learned that she will never bear children—the complete 
foreclosure of Jeanne’s world is potentially less certain.  
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même des allures de fermier gentilhomme” (67), has taken control of the farms and by 
extension the landscape surrounding the chateau. While he dominates the exterior spaces 
surrounding the chateau, he has also taken control of the domicile. He achieves this coup 
first by taking control of the family finances, then by firing a significant number of the 
chateau’s staff, even by getting rid of the family’s berline and replacing it with a simpler 
vehicle that can be pulled by a single horse, with himself as the driver.  
While nominally the social and financial dynamics conspire to keep Jeanne at 
home, it is remarkable how this isolation is written as a problem of space. We have 
already seen how little the home (even Jeanne’s own bedroom, in fact) belongs to her. 
The post-honeymoon scene at the window, reprises the idea that the exterior world 
provides no refuge. The passage that follows this scene makes this explicit:  
Étaient-ce la même campagne, la même herbe, les mêmes arbres qu’au 
mois de mai ? Qu’étaient donc devenues la gaieté ensoleillée des feuilles, 
et la poésie verte du gazon où flamboyant les pissenlits, où saignaient les 
coquelicots, où rayonnaient les marguerites [… ]? Et cette griserie de l’air 
chargé de vie, d’arômes, d’atomes fécondants n’existait plus.  
[…] Elle alla jusqu’au bosquet. Il était lamentable comme la 
chambre d’un mourant. La muraille verte qui séparait et faisait secrètes les 
gentilles allées sinueuses, s’était éparpillée. (62-3) 
It is impossible not to compare this passage to Jeanne’s first arrival at the chateau. There 
interior and exterior spaces blended together harmoniously, and Maupassant’s description 
suggested a promising future for Jeanne. Now, “[r]emontée en sa chambre,” Jeanne 
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herself wonders how “deux retours aux mêmes lieux qu’elle croyait aimer pouvaient être 
si différents” (65). Nearly all sensory detail has been removed from this space in this 
passage, and what little Maupassant provides comes in the form of Jeanne’s memories. 
The absence of odors is particularly important, as this above all else is what first caught 
Jeanne’s attention through her window, on her first arrival.  
 The change in this space and the season comes with a shift in mood. Earlier, the 
late spring weather mimicked Jeanne’s optimism, while the change to late autumn 
mirrors her new understanding of the realities of married life. These realizations are once 
again represented spatially in the text: the fallen leaves have altered how the light enters 
the garden, leaving it open where it was once shaded. Meanwhile the entire garden, dying 
off for the long winter, takes on a moribund quality that is represented throughout the 
space. The death of Jeanne’s illusions, the realization of what être femme really means, 
and the foreclosure of her firmly held belief that the spaces that house her, and her life 
itself, belong exclusively to her, comes as a devastating shock, though perhaps less so to 
a careful reader of Maupassant’s symbolism.143  
                                               
143 The criticism that Maupassant levels at marriage appears elsewhere. Marlo Johnston, 
in discussing a letter to the Comtesse Potocka (15 January, 1884), six months after the 
publication of Une Vie, points to the fact that “Maupassant s’en était pris aux hommes qui 
pensent que l’acte de mariage leur donne sur la femme des droits absolus, sans limites ni 
réserves, et sa sympathie va à la jeune fille ignorante de tout” (Johnston 498). Thus the 
mystery of sex is a secret from which Jeanne’s parents must shield her as long as 
possible, lest she refuse to enter into the “transaction commerciale qu’on appelle un 
mariage” (498). Johnston’s foray into Maupassant’s own biography is important, not just 
for our understanding of his particular feelings about marriage around the time he was 
writing the works at hand, but also because in looking backward at his family and 
personal history we gain insight into his construction of Jeanne’s husband, who 
throughout the novel is singled out as the cause of Jeanne’s unhappy life. 
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 The ambiguities and Jeanne’s positive outlook that color much of the first half of 
the novel suggest that this marriage need not have been unhappy. The wedding night 
could have, in the hands of another author, played for a simple misunderstanding of 
desires that could not meet in the middle. Instead, the husband’s pouvoir absolu is the 
single point of reference, meaning that Jeanne is cast as the victim, and Julien the villain, 
in the husband-wife pair.  
First, we must acknowledge that Julien is of a certain character type, an 
exceptionally handsome young man, about whom we immediately learn two troubling 
facts. The first is that his “barbe drue, luisante et fine” partially conceals his “mâchoire 
un peu trop forte” (23), and that he “se disait déjà dégoûté du monde” (29).144 This bodily 
                                               
In her biography, Johnston notes that Maupassant’s uncle, Alfred le Poittevin, 
who died before the author’s birth, but who was friends with and who exerted 
considerable creative influence on a young Flaubert, died of an infection likely acquired 
in one of Rouen’s many brothels. She explains away his sexual habits,  
Les jeunes femmes de leur classe étaient si protégées, que seules les 
prostituées, les actrices aux mœurs plus libres, ou des servantes, pouvaient 
satisfaire leurs désirs sexuels. La nature humaine change peu, et il en sera 
de même pour le jeune Guy de Maupassant, trente ans plus tard. (20)  
Maupassant would later chronicle such a visit to a brothel in a poem entitled “Minette,” 
that begins “Mon vit, près du bordel, comme un cheval s’emporte !” (219). As ancillary 
as these details may at first appear, they are hardly beside the point, and reflect a peculiar 
trope in Maupassant’s work: the treatment of men, male desire, and by extension his own 
sexual appetites (which were prodigious) as being central to the moral decline in French 
society. 
Heidi Brevik-Zender, makes the compelling argument in her book, Fashioning 
Spaces: Mode and Modernity in Late Nineteenth Century France, that Georges DuRoy, 
the handsome social climbing antihero of Bel-Ami, a character who shares many traits 
with Jeanne’s husband, Julien, is a symptom of French colonial brutality come home to 
roost. (See Chapter 2, section 4, “Algiers, That Antechamber to the Deep Mysteries of 
Africa”: Fashioning Exoticism in Bel-Ami”). 
144 Zola uses the same feature to distinguish Jacques Lantier as un criminel né in La Bête 
humaine (1890). Because Une Vie predates by several years the first publication in 
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distinction marks Julien as bearing a particular flaw; in this case it suggests his beard 
hides something, and that he has an untrustworthy tendency or minor moral deficiency in 
his character.  
If Julien’s intrusion extends even beyond Jeanne’s body, his presence proves to be 
harmful not just to Jeanne’s physical space, but also to her emotional spaces. Soon after 
their return to Normandy, Jeanne’s husband turns his affections from his wife to her 
chambermaid, Rosalie.145 Shortly thereafter, Rosalie (Jeanne’s sœur de lait) becomes 
pregnant with his child, and during the winter, gives birth to a baby boy. While, for a 
time, the child’s paternity remains secret, Jeanne eventually discovers her husband’s 
infidelity. The manner of discovery and its aftermath are important in the way they 
demonstrate how male desire undermines female homosociality. 
The painful discovery happens during Jeanne’s first winter in the chateau. As is 
the case in “Première neige,” the domestic space becomes intolerably cold. Maupassant 
describes the chateau as “travaillé par le froid ; les murs pénétrés avait des bruits légers 
comme des frissons; et Jeanne en son lit grelottait” (84). In this extended scene, which 
                                               
French of L’Uomo delitto (1876) which appeared under the title, L’Homme criminel in 
1887, it seems unlikely that Maupassant meant for his reader to see Julien in quite such 
stark terms. Nonetheless there is an odd kinship between the two novels. Zola, perhaps as 
a nod to Maupassant, named Lantier’s locomotive la Lison, after Jeanne’s much 
neglected aunt, who is sometimes described as a bit mad. 
145 The timing of the birth of Rosalie’s son suggests that Julien took up with her much 
earlier than this. Jeanne’s mother points out Rosalie’s attraction to the vicomte at the start 
of their courtship, saying to Julien: “Dites donc, vicomte, je crois que notre bonne vous 
trouve à son goût” (84). Rosalie’s pregnancy is perhaps implausibly short. While she 
arrives at the chateau in May of 1819, she does not meet Julien until June. Even if she 
became pregnant immediately, her son, born in late January of 1820, would be about two 
months premature. Given that Julien does not begin courting Jeanne until the end of May, 
or the beginning of June, Rosalie’s pregnancy would be only seven months. 
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clearly serves as a model for what he would later write in “Première neige,” Maupassant 
turns Jeanne’s bedroom into a hostile environment:  
Deux fois elle se releva pour remettre des bûches au foyer et chercher des 
robes, des jupes, des vieux vêtements qu’elle amoncelait sur sa couche. 
Rien ne la pouvait réchauffer […] 
 […] Elle pensa : « je vais mourir… Je meurs… »  
 Et, frappé d’épouvante, elle sauta du lit, sonna Rosalie, attendit, 
sonna de nouveau, attendit encore, frémissante et glacée. 
La petite bonne ne venait point […] et Jeanne perdant l’esprit, 
s’élança, pieds nus, dans l’escalier. (84)   
Not finding Rosalie in her room, Jeanne seeks out her husband, entering his room, where 
she finds, “À la lueur du feu agonisant […] à côté de la tête de son mari, la tête de 
Rosalie sur l’oreiller” (85). This relatively small moment accomplishes a near complete 
inversion of Jeanne’s wedding night. Jeanne becomes the one violating the space 
belonging to her husband; this scene, is, in fact, the first of only two cursory encounters 
with the interior of his bedchamber.146 Unlike Jeanne’s bedroom, though, the author’s 
withholding of this space from our view accentuates how the entire chateau belongs to 
the husband. Yet if this moment is a reenactment in reverse of the wedding night, it is 
telling that Jeanne ends up at Julien’s door looking for someone other than her husband, 
in this case her soeur de lait, and (heretofore) trusted confidante. The homosocial bond 
                                               
146 The second and final visit comes during Jeanne’s last night at the chateau, after she 
has sold it. She has no other bed to sleep in, “la sienne étant démeublée” (172). 
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between Jeanne and Rosalie is, the novel suggests, a more significant relationship in her 
life than her marriage to Julien.  
 For Jeanne this moment proves disastrous. She flees the chateau, running out into 
the snow. This passage closely echoes the scene in the snow in “Première neige,” 
although there are numerous key differences.147 The exterior space of the garden, frozen 
over and covered with snow, is so cold that earlier Jeanne hears what she believes to have 
been “[l]’invincible gelée pétrifiant la sève et rompant les fibres [des arbres]” (83). As 
she steps out “jambes nues” (85) into the snow, the picture Maupassant paints is one of 
numbness rather than unimaginable pain:  
Le contact glacé de la neige […] lui donna soudain une énergie 
désespérée. Elle n’avait pas froid, bien que toute découverte ; elle ne 
sentait plus rien tant la convulsion de son âme avait engourdi son corps, et 
elle courait, blanche comme la terre.  
 Elle suivit la grande allée, traversa le bosquet, franchit le fossé et 
partit à travers la lande.  
 Pas de lune ; les étoiles luisaient comme une semaille de feu dans 
le noir du ciel ; mais la plaine était claire cependant, d’une blancheur 
                                               
147 In his notes to “Première neige,” Louis Forestier points out the similarity of Jeanne’s 
flight from les Peuples, and that of the young woman, who steps out into the snow in 
order to make herself fall ill, though he writes only: “Cette promenade dans la neige 
rappelle la sortie de Jeanne à travers la campagne glacée [… ] Les motivations des deux 
jeunes femmes sont, cependant, bien différentes” (C&N 1: 1608, Forestier’s note). I 
would contend that the motivation in both cases is more similar than Forestier suspects; 
the principal difference is that Jeanne’s flight is an emotional response, while the young 
woman in “Première neige” is calculating and rational. Their aims, however, are the 
same: both wish to be free of their husbands.  
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terne, d’une immobilité figée, d’un silence infini.  
Jeanne allait vite, sans souffler, sans savoir, sans réfléchir à rien. Et 
soudain elle se trouva au bord de la falaise. Elle s’arrêta net, par instinct, 
et s’accroupit, vidée de toute pensée et de toute volonté. (85-6) 
Compared to the earlier description of Jeanne’s bedroom, where her “dents claquèrent” 
(84) and she was certain that she was dying, this foray into the natural world generates 
little sensation, in comparison to the experience of the young woman in “Première 
neige,” for whom every step in the snow is painful “comme une blessure.” The discovery 
of her husband’s infidelity leaves her (in some way) closer to the natural world than it 
had before, while her mind has been emptied out.  
 More awful though, is the way the scene is laid out spatially. Having fled from the 
domestic structure, she ends up trapped between the edge of the cliff, and her husband 
who, along with their domestic staff, has come searching for her. The way her entrapment 
is represented in the text enacts the age-old cliché that novels give women two possible 
endings, marriage (the return to Julien, as represented by the chateau) and death (the 
cliff). Finally for Jeanne it is not even she who decides, but the servants who find her 
rooted at the edge of the cliff, unable to move herself in one direction or the other.  
Perhaps worse than her compulsory return to the chateau is that Rosalie is 
removed from the home, disrupting Jeanne’s oldest friendship. Rosalie’s ejection from 
the household proves to be a major improvement in her own material circumstances (she 
gains a farm that Jeanne’s mother claims is worth some twenty thousand francs), and she 
is also compelled to marry a local boy. For Jeanne the effects are disastrous. Rosalie’s 
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disappearance severs the important homosocial bond and sets in motion the dissolution of 
Jeanne’s property by giving one of her domaine’s remaining farms to Rosalie and her 
young husband.   
 The negative uses of space demonstrate both for Jeanne and the reader that for 
women there is no such thing as stable, inviolable space. We see this in the way scenery 
becomes continually more restrictive during Jeanne’s walk in the country with Julien. We 
see it in the way walls are either broken down, or otherwise erased, leaving no space that 
belongs to Jeanne. We see it in the way that Maupassant, by trapping her between the 
chateau and her husband, shows that her marriage is a danger perhaps as great as leaping 
over the edge of a cliff. Finally, he uses Rosalie’s dismissal as a spatial representation of 
the severing of homosocial ties between women.   
 
Part 4: Potential Solutions to Jeanne’s Spatial Problems 
 I have so far suggested that Maupassant’s novel resists the essentialist cliché that 
ascribes certain spaces to women, be they natural or domestic. Try as she might, Miss 
Harriet cannot connect with the natural world. The unnamed heroine of “Première neige” 
is unwelcome in the home that should belong to her. Jeanne is cut off from both the 
natural landscape and from the chateau that is meant to be hers. Women are not so easily 
represented as being of or at one with the natural world, as is the case in Émile Zola’s La 
Faute (and elsewhere). Zola takes for granted women’s naturalness, linked explicitly to 
unconscious animal reproduction and vegetative growth, and spends the bulk of the novel 
demonstrating the measures that Serge must take to shelter and shield himself from their 
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“corrupting” influence. Just the same, women do not dominate the household. Zola’s 
L’Assommoir, for instance, begins by establishing the tension between the exterior world 
of work and the interior world of the domicile as Gervaise looks out her window at the 
city. In Zola’s novel, the exterior world and its teeming “troupeaux” of workman on their 
way to the Poissonière gate is clearly marked as male, and the interior space, where her 
children lie sleeping and her washing lies scattered throughout the room, typify the space 
as female. Gervaise perches on the threshold of these spaces, and it is Zola’s anxiety over 
her ability to succeed (to some degree) in both of them that lies at the center of that 
novel’s conflict.  
Maupassant’s texts break down this supposed division of space and suggest that it 
is an illusion. Unlike Zola, here this is a constructed illusion for women, rather than men. 
Jeanne and many of Maupassant’s other female characters must come to this realization, 
often at a heavy personal cost. It is worth pointing out that once Jeanne has had her 
negative epiphany at the window after returning from her honeymoon, there remains very 
little for her to do but die. Many of Maupassant’s contemporaries show little 
compunction in killing off their female characters, and yet this novel’s refusal to treat 
Jeanne as an expendable character is of crucial importance. Given how far Une Vie strays 
from adherence to the cliché of gendered spaces, it is helpful for us to dwell on the 
moments when Maupassant suggests that things might have been different. The most 
compelling of these instances takes place after Jeanne’s wedding, during her honeymoon 
to Corsica. This sequence is characterized by, on the one hand, some of the most lavish, 
nearly painterly descriptions of natural beauty in the novel, and by Jeanne’s sexual 
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awakening on the other. Corsica, in the novel and elsewhere in Maupassant’s work 
appears as a thoroughly wild natural space, and he writes about the island with vivid 
detail. As we saw above, Jeanne has already declared an interest in visiting Corsica 
during her first boat ride with Julien. Maupassant draws an important distinction in this 
scene between Jeanne and her husband by their preferred travel destinations: Jeanne 
prefers wild nature, while Julien prefers more cultivated spaces. Even the natural spaces 
he prefers are more accessible.148 This emphasis on Jeanne’s affinity for the wild and the 
natural world draws a contrast between her and her husband, who is a product du monde. 
Given what we know of Maupassant’s use of the femino-spatial cliché, we might suspect 
that natural and wild Corsica is just another illusion waiting to be shattered. The novel, 
however, does not play to this expectation.  
 During her time in Corsica, Jeanne escapes from her husband’s dominance, and 
this reemergence is tied to the space in which it happens. Jeanne’s return from her earlier 
awakening doesn’t come easily to her, because of its violence. The Corsica chapter opens 
by considering her previous sexual experiences with Julien, with Maupassant explaining 
that “Après l’angoisse du premier soir, Jeanne s’était habituée déjà au contact de Julien, à 
ses baisers, à ses caresses tendres, bien que sa répugnance n’eût pas diminué pour leurs 
rapports plus intimes” (49).149 Only later in the chapter, once they have entered the 
                                               
148 As discussed earlier, Julien prefers Switzerland, arguably a more civilized country. 
See above, p. 92, n. 16. 
149 Maupassant packs considerable meaning into that habituée, given what we know of 
Jeanne’s wedding night, he suggests that subsequent visits from her husband have been 
similarly unpleasant.  
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countryside, where her husband shows himself to be a poor horseman, and where the 
landscape (and the text) offer up every possible sensory detail, does she express any 
desire of her own.150 It is perhaps a combination of Corsica’s natural beauty and her 
husband’s inability to perform his masculine riding duties sufficiently that allow for this 
change in Jeanne’s character. It arrives almost without warning as they ascend a path that 
leads through a narrow ravine in a mountain, when: 
Tout à coup le soleil les inonda ; ils crurent sortir de l’enfer. Ils avaient 
soif, une trace humide les guida, à travers un chaos de pierres, jusqu’à une 
source toute petite canalisée dans un bâton creux pour l’usage des 
chevriers. Un tapis de mousse couvrait le sol alentour. Jeanne s’agenouilla 
pour boire ; et Julien en fit autant.  
 Et comme elle savourait la fraîcheur de l’eau, [Julien] lui prit la 
taille et tâcha de lui voler sa place au bout du conduit de bois. Elle résista ; 
leurs lèvres se battaient, se rencontraient, se repoussaient. Dans les hasards 
de la lutte ils saisissaient tour à tour la mince extrémité du tube et la 
mordaient pour ne point lâcher […] Des gouttelettes pareilles à des perles 
luisaient dans leur cheveux. Et des baisers coulaient dans le courant.  
 Soudain Jeanne eut une inspiration d’amour. Elle emplit sa bouche 
                                               
150 Julien’s lack of horsemanship plays for comedy early in the novel, and is perhaps the 
sort of man Maupassant meant to criticize in “L’Homme-fille” (C&N 1: 754-7). Many of 
Maupassant’s male characters of the “old style” are well versed in the manly, athletic 
skills (fencing, shooting, riding) that Julien has neglected, Olivier Bertin, in Fort Comme 
la mort, for example. Later in the novel, Julien’s inability to ride a horse will lead 
(somewhat indirectly) to his death.  
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du clair liquide, et, les joues gonflées comme des outres, fit comprendre à 
Julien que, lèvre à lèvre, elle voulait le désaltérer.  
 Il tendit sa gorge, souriant, la tête en arrière, les bras ouverts ; et il 
but d’un trait à cette source de chaire vive qui lui versa dans les entrailles 
un désir enflammé.  
 Jeanne s’appuyait sur lui avec une tendresse inusitée […] Elle 
murmura tout bas : « Julien…je t’aime ! » et, l’attirait à son tour, elle se 
renversa et cacha dans ses mains son visage empourpré de honte. (57-8) 
What makes this passage so remarkable is the way in which it reverses some of the more 
important themes we have noted earlier, most notably the husband’s constricting 
presence. In the scene where Jeanne and Julien discover the clearing in the forest, the 
spatial trajectory was from open to closed (sea, to farmers’ fields, to alley through the 
woods, and finally the narrow clearing with just enough room to sit) and from light to 
dark. In this case, the trajectory is reversed: the narrow passage through the mountain 
opens out into the rubble-covered slope, and the sun erases the shade. This momentary 
release from the spatial constraints comes with a relaxation of traditional gender roles, 
such that the (traditionally feminine) water flowing from the (evidently phallic) source 
serves to bond husband and wife to one another. The scene may begin with a momentary 
inversion of gender roles, with Jeanne metaphorically inseminating her husband, what is 
perhaps even more extraordinary about this scene is the way it shows husband and wife 
coming together as equals, while taking turns expressing their sexual agency. 
 Corsica, which appears with some regularity in Maupassant’s short stories, is 
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often represented as an upside-down world, where the usual social conventions (for better 
and for worse) do not apply. In one short story, in particular, “Le Bonheur,” Corsica 
becomes a refuge for a young couple that would have otherwise been kept apart by social 
convention (he is common soldier, she is the colonel’s daughter). While the soldier and 
colonel’s daughter live out the rest of their days in harmony, a group of wealthy 
bourgeois vacationers in Cannes who listen their story, look on with equal measures of 
fascination and terror as the island suddenly appears on the horizon. While “Le 
Bonheur,” does not show the lovers in their idyllic situation; Une Vie provides a sense of 
what might be possible between husband and wife: “[l]e reste de son voyage ne fut plus 
qu’un songe, un enlacement sans fin, une griserie de caresses” (60).151  
 Yet, much as the vacationers in Cannes express anxiety over Corsica’s 
appearance, Jeanne anxiously fears that her happy moment will not last: “une inquiétude 
poursuivait Jeanne. Retrouverait-elle encore entre les bras de Julien cette étrange et 
véhémente secousse des sens qu’elle avait ressentie sur la mousse de la fontaine?” (59). 
In fact, this happy moment lasts only as long as the honeymoon itself. Upon their return 
to the chateau, Julien turns his attentions to Rosalie, and his visits to her bedroom become 
increasingly infrequent.  
 When Rosalie is cast from the home, she disappears from the novel for more than 
seventy pages, which, in narrative terms, represents more than twenty years of Jeanne’s 
life. After Jeanne’s mother, her aunt Lison, and finally her father pass away, Rosalie 
                                               
151 Maupassant echoes similar wording in “Première neige,” writing of the early days of 
the young woman’s marriage, “toute la semaine, vraiment, fut mangée par les caresses” 
(C&N 1: 1096).  
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returns to her former mistress. Here, Jeanne, now in her late forties, reunites with her 
former maid (whom she does not at first glance recognize). Both women have lost their 
respective husbands, and by this point in the novel Jeanne has lost most of her fortune 
and is on the verge of losing her home and her lands to her son’s uncontrolled spending.  
Rosalie’s return to the narrative has her taking on a role much like Jeanne’s 
husband, Julien. She immediately takes charge of Jeanne’s finances and living situation, 
insists that Jeanne sell the chateau, and arranges for her to purchase a small cottage along 
the main road into the nearby town of Goderville. Jeanne’s circumstances seem to be 
shrinking ever further. Maupassant describes this shrinking early on in the final chapter:  
Alors elle ne sortit plus, elle ne remua plus. Elle se levait chaque matin à 
la même heure, regardait le temps par sa fenêtre, puis descendait s’asseoir 
devant le feu dans la salle.  
 Elle restait là des jours entiers, immobile, les yeux plantés sur la 
flamme, laissant aller à l’aventure ses lamentables pensées et suivant le 
triste défilé de ses misères. Les ténèbres peu à peu envahissaient la petite 
pièce sans qu’elle eût fait d’autre mouvement que pour remettre du bois au 
feu.  
 […] Elle rêvait surtout dans le passé, dans le vieux passé, hanté par 
les premiers temps de sa vie et par son voyage de noces, là-bas en Corse. 
Des paysages de cette île, oubliés depuis longtemps, surgissaient soudain 
devant elle dans les tisons de sa cheminée ; et elle se rappelait tous les 
détails, tous les petits faits, toutes les figures rencontrées là bas ; la tête du 
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guide Jean Ravoli la poursuivait ; et elle croyait parfois entendre sa voix. 
(185) 
Earlier, it was the world itself that was expansive, meanwhile now in her old age, it is her 
memory, an all-encompassing virtual space that dominates her existence. That the most 
vividly captured of Jeanne’s memories comes from her brief journey through Corsica 
encapsulates the tragedy of the life that she has been compelled to live, which, such as it 
is, could be reduced to a period of a few short and happy weeks. Yet her seizing upon her 
memories of Corsica more than suggests that there would have been a way (as the largely 
positive scene at the fountain in Corsica originally suggested) for Jeanne’s desires and 
will to have been taken into account. The tragedy of treating memory as an actual space 
is that it is subject to limitations, and even Jeanne’s memory-space is circumscribed:  
Elle réussit, à force d’attention obstinée, d’efforts de mémoire, de volonté 
concentrée, à rétablir presque entièrement ses deux premières années au 
Peuples […] Mais les années suivantes lui semblaient se perdre dans un 
brouillard, se mêler, s’enjamber, l’une sur l’autre. (188) 
This passage indirectly returns the reader to the opening of the novel, where the literal 
view of the landscape as Jeanne looked out was reduced to a few shadowy or fog-draped 
shapes. Now Jeanne’s memories replace the window. There is no longer an interior and 
exterior space, but only an interior one, a space largely contained within Jeanne’s 
memories. The way Jeanne’s memory-space has captured the arc of her life closely 
mimics both the actual construction of the novel (in that it privileges her early 
experiences over the year in, year out routines of growing old). The novel’s first five 
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chapters encompass less than six months (from early May to mid-October of 1819), while 
the next five cover a span of approximately two and a half years. The remaining three 
(Chapter XIV itself covers just a few months), span close to twenty-five years. In this 
manner, the novel collapses ever-growing spans of time into ever shrinking areas of 
textual space.  
As we saw above, it would appear that there is nothing left for Jeanne to 
accomplish in this novel, but to die, and yet the novel does not end with Jeanne’s death. 
Instead, after her first winter in her new home, a new feeling takes hold of her:  
Puis tout à coup, quand toutes les sèves se réveillèrent sous la chaleur du 
soleil, quand les récoltes se mirent à pousser par les champs, les arbres à 
verdir, quand les pommiers dans les cours s’épanouirent comme des 
boules roses et parfumèrent la plaine, une grande agitation la saisit.  
 […] Et parfois encore elle oubliait un moment qu’elle était vielle, 
qu’il n’y avait plus rien devant elle, hors quelques ans lugubres et 
solitaires… Puis la dure sensation du réel tombait sur elle… et elle 
reprenait plus lentement le chemin de sa demeure en murmurant : « Oh 
vieille folle ! vieille folle ! (188, 189) 
This particular moment in the novel, shrouded in despair as it is, describes what we might 
consider the threshold of a second rise in Jeanne’s fortunes. Unlike the heroine of 
“Première neige,” whose self-harm ends in death as we noted above, Jeanne is allowed to 
survive, which makes the novel’s final movement all the more remarkable. 
  Instead of dying, she receives a letter from her son, who announces that “Je suis à 
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l’heure présente sous le coup d’un grand malheur […] Ma femme est mourante après 
avoir accouché d’une petite fille, voici trois jours; et je n’ai pas le sou” (192). Paul’s 
letter, pathetic as it is, illustrates that he very much retains a childlike dependence on his 
mother.152 Dispatched to Paris to collect the baby, Rosalie returns with the infant, 
announcing the death of the child’s mother, and the return of Jeanne’s son, Paul, who 
intends to join them in Goderville, once he has seen to his wife’s burial.  
 While the concluding passage has a somber tone, a peculiar optimism prevails in 
the symbolic description of the space outside. As Rosalie, Jeanne, and her granddaughter 
depart the train station, “[l]e soleil baissait vers l’horizon, inondant de clarté les plaines 
verdoyantes, tachées de place en place par l’or des colzas en fleur, et par le sang des 
coquelicots” (194). What brings out the sense of new possibilities, and new beginnings is 
that this trip in the humble wagon appears to reprise Jeanne’s earlier voyage at the start of 
the novel. Yet what makes the reader believe that things may turn out better this time, is 
that the family dynamic is different. Jeanne and Rosalie are bound to each other not by an 
agreement between men, but one that they have forged between each other. Adding a 
female child into the pairing suggests that this is more than an arrangement, but perhaps 
the beginning not just of a new family, but of a new kind of family structure, one that can 
exist outside the bounds of male-dominated hierarchies, and without the need for their 
influence.   
 
                                               
152 The text suggests that this may be Jeanne’s fault. She dotes on him throughout his 
childhood, and Maupassant describes the young boy as a spoiled tyrant.  
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Conclusion 
 We recognize that Maupassant’s fiction represents a real departure from the 
Zolian model, which by comparison may begin to seem altogether too programmatic. 
Maupassant’s œuvre begins this departure from Zola’s supposedly more cold and 
scientific approach by rejecting the empirical or objective point of view, and instead 
replacing it with a multitude of subjective voices that are in one way or another blinded to 
certain parts of their own experience.  
Léon Chenal, for instance, projects his understanding of women onto Miss 
Harriet, failing certainly to recognize her as a full person with her own desires and 
ambitions. While Chenal never realizes his own blindness, the introduction of a female 
frame narrator creates such a great divide between the aging painter and audience that we 
see the incompleteness in Chenal’s story and take his representation of Miss Harriet for 
what it is: flawed, incomplete, and ultimately an identity that he has constructed to suit 
his own needs.  
In the case of “Première neige” and Une Vie, we have two young women who 
harbor illusions of their own. Both of these narratives, however, lack the same 
objectivizing mediation of the framing device. Effectively this means that in the context 
of these works, the central character (the unnamed woman and Jeanne) becomes an 
audience surrogate, who comes to learn the truth of their existence at the same moment as 
we do.  
In the case of all three works discussed, these revelations take on a spatial 
element. In the case of Miss Harriet, Maupassant deconstructs the connection between 
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woman and the landscape, part of the “natural woman” topos by demonstrating that this 
identity has been built for her by Chenal. “Première neige” similarly dismantles the cliché 
that ascribes the domestic space to the mistress of the household, by showing that male 
domination (concentrated in the control of household finances) penetrates all facets of the 
young woman’s existence. Une Vie, meanwhile, approaches both femino-spatial 
commonplaces and shows them both to be false. Yet instead of simply ending there, it 
provides a third option that posits a female dominated space, and a non-traditional family 
that exists outside the influence of masculine domination.153 
It is perhaps this last feature, the suggestion of an alternative that makes Une Vie 
so remarkable, and which marks Maupassant’s early fiction as breaking away from Zola, 
and Naturalism. Zola sees the game as rigged against his characters by the social and 
physical conditions in which they live (poverty, addiction, work environment, and so on). 
Maupassant likewise takes a dim view of the prevailing social conditions. Yet his view is, 
in fact, far less pessimistic than Zola’s, in that he views the social constraints placed upon 
his characters as potentially malleable. It is this departure from Zola’s Naturalism that 
ultimately sets Maupassant’s fiction apart from his contemporaries.   
  
                                               
153 “Première neige” hints at a similar solution, though in that instance the circumstances 
are considerably less hopeful.  
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General Conclusion 
 This dissertation originally began as an attempt to juxtapose a select set of works 
by Émile Zola and Guy de Maupassant, with the examination of each author’s 
manipulation of the traditional definition of the “natural feminine” cliché. Zola’s use of 
this commonplace tends, as we have discovered, toward the conventional. In La Faute 
women are natural creatures, are of nature. The spaces they inhabit and control are either 
the sites of throbbing animal production (Désirée’s basse-cour) or overwhelming 
vegetable abundance (Albine’s Paradou). The effect of this essential quality is that 
women dominate the spaces of the natural world. The result is that the feminine, while 
treated as the primary object of male desire, also becomes a source of much masculine 
anxiety. Under this model, men—Serge Mouret, in particular, and many others, too154—
begin enclosing themselves within spaces that they attempt to call their own. Thus the 
church stands as an arguably frail bastion against Désirée’s basse-cour and Albine’s 
Paradou. 
 Zola’s Faute ultimately shows that the divisions that Serge believes to exist 
between the important social spaces in his life are illusions, condemned to be defeated by 
penetration of the feminine, and the novel submits to the conventional notion that the 
eternal feminine (Nature) is destined to shape and control man’s destiny. Serge’s belief 
system is doomed to falter, and it is telling that his last act in the novel, presiding over the 
funeral of Albine, his erstwhile lover and mother of his unborn child, as well as Nature’s 
representative drawn in human form, is immediately undercut by the novel’s final line, 
                                               
154 Le Comte Muffat, in Nana, for instance. 
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spoken by his sister Désirée: “La vache a fait un veau!” (1:1527). 
 Zola’s novel is striking in its execution, and yet its adherence to the cliché means 
that it remains of a piece with much of what has come before. Using the Paradou as an 
explicit metaphor for Albine’s body mimes the earliest examples of garden-as-body 
metaphor, which in French traditions date back at least as far as the medieval period with 
Guillaume de Lorris’ Roman de la Rose and Guillaume de Machaut’s Livre du voir dit. 
Similarly, Zola’s novel finds an explicit progenitor in Julie’s Élysée at Clarens in Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s La nouvelle Héloïse. This is, of course, to say nothing of the other 
arts, principal among them landscape architecture, which in France seeks to impose strict 
geometric regulation on the wild-growing natural world. In this sense, Zola’s La Faute 
restates the double-danger of letting Nature and woman run amok without male 
regulation, a frequent theme in his novels, and illustrated by female characters that he 
often conveniently kills off before these novels conclude. While Zola’s novels often 
subject their female heroines to this sort of “disposal,” these texts often more than 
suggest that the ultimate problem is a larger issue that is not so easily contained. In La 
Faute, Nature reasserts itself. In Nana, for instance, while Nana herself vanishes from the 
text, and later dies, the mass psychosis she inspired resurfaces in the crowds of men 
crying out for war. In La Bête humaine, Jacques Lantier’s violent compulsions continue, 
even after Séverine’s murder, which he had previously hoped would satisfy his urge to 
kill. Zola’s novels, in my assessment, hover on the threshold of suggesting an alternative 
solution, one that we come much closer to locating in the fictional œuvre of Guy de 
Maupassant.   
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 In my discussion of Guy de Maupassant’s early short stories and first novel, I 
have shown that they and his other works are not merely worth scholarly attention, but 
also that they offer a radically different perspective on the woman-as-nature metaphor, 
which is to say that he rejects the motif almost entirely. This observation is particularly 
important, because Maupassant’s turning away from the cliché of the natural feminine 
places him well out of step with his contemporaries, in particular with Zola  
 While Zola’s La Faute works to show Serge Mouret’s discovery that there is no 
place that is safe from feminine intrusion, Maupassant’s novel Une Vie, as well as his 
shorter works Miss Harriet and “Première neige,” illustrate how the inverse is the case, 
and that women, at the very best, occupy spaces that are at the margins of masculine 
domination. The metaphor of woman-as-nature or woman-as-garden cannot obtain, 
because women’s spaces are not guaranteed by some “essential” property of their 
character. Maupassant’s exploration of this concept is evident throughout the works 
discussed here, but is most thoroughly explored in Une Vie, where Jeanne’s spatial 
existence is continually eroded by masculine intrusion that strips away the refuge she 
once found in the landscape of the Normandy coast, her ancestral family home, and the 
safety of her private bed chamber. Much of the conflict in the novel arises from Jeanne’s 
understandable struggle to adjust to this reality. Ultimately she comes to take these 
limitations for granted, and continues to enforce and inflict them upon herself even well 
beyond her husband’s death. And yet Maupassant allows his heroine to survive these 
trials, and the novel concludes by looking ahead to the foundation of a new family that is 
built upon homosocial bonds between women and maternal hierarchies. This return to 
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feminine homosociality is of particular importance, because the ties between Jeanne and 
her maidservant, Rosalie, had been previously sundered by male intrusion. 
I had not expected to find such a difference between two contemporary authors. In 
particular, I was surprised to find myself reading the conclusion of Maupassant’s first 
novel in this way. My first experience of Une Vie, several years ago now, saw me aligned 
much more closely with critics who view Maupassant as a pessimistic or misanthropic 
writer. Much of my struggle with the texts originated in the necessity of readjusting my 
own expectations in relationship to what Maupassant’s texts accomplish. A significant 
portion of this necessary work involved separating the author from the text. Maupassant’s 
sexual appetites and exploits are well documented by his biographers and in his own 
letters and juvenilia. His personal conduct notwithstanding, it is of particular interest to 
what degree Maupassant the writer took aim at men much like himself. For instance, we 
immediately see through Jeanne’s husband, Julien, who later proves himself to be a 
philanderer, and who suffers a horrible fate for his behavior. And while Henry de 
Parville, (“Première neige”) does not die, he does suffer a modest defeat in being forced 
to adapt his domestic space to accommodate his wife’s physical wellbeing. Léon 
Chenal’s behavior, meanwhile, reveals that he has learned the wrong lesson from Miss 
Harriet’s death, and that he is telling her story to suit his own ends. Chenal views 
abstention from sex as the greatest form of suffering. Meanwhile, the lesson he might 
have learned—and that we might still learn, thanks to the frame-narrator’s ironic 
detachment—is that the women Chenal encounters have complex and independent 
emotional lives that may or may not place the same value on sexual liberation as he. In all 
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of these examples instead of seeing a natural woman who must be managed or contained, 
Maupassant instead gives his audience pictures of women who struggle for agency, and it 
is striking how often this struggle is represented as a spatial problem.  
It is worth considering whether Maupassant, who is often thought to be the lesser 
among his contemporaries, has suffered a reduction in stature because his chief 
production was short fiction, rather than novels. Perhaps Maupassant is viewed as too 
much a product of his own time to be understood as a writer who was quietly at odds with 
his contemporaries. Or, perhaps it is simply because the cliché that ties women to their 
spaces is so entrenched, that the idea received from the middle ages and passed down 
more or less unchanged into our own era continues to prevail over alternative views.  
Finally, let us dwell a moment on the solution that Maupassant appears to offer at 
the conclusion of Une Vie, the queer family founded in feminine homosociality, which 
offers a glimpse at how important queerness is to all of the works we have examined 
here. In retrospect, La Faute suggests other important alternative desires—one thinks of 
the near-explicit zoophilia between Désirée and the animals she tends in the basse-cour. 
We catch a glimpse of the necrophilic fantasy in Miss Harriet, with Léon Chenal kissing 
the dead woman’s body. Both of these examples, however, exist at the margins of the 
narrative.  
 This marginality circumscribes a larger absence at the center of these fictions, an 
absence defined by something that dare not be spoken. Perhaps this desire is unspeakable 
because it is, in itself a negative, an asexual desire. In La Faute, this absence is 
principally Serge’s celibacy that the novel attempts to fill in by returning Serge to 
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heterosexuality. Wade Evans has argued that Serge’s return to the priesthood is 
incomplete, that he retains some traits of the hetero-male after his confession, and that, in 
fact, it is his confession that in some way confirms his heterosexulity. Thus the absence 
of Serge’s asexuality at the center of the novel has been (somewhat unsuccessfully) filled 
in.155 While his argument is compelling, Edwards avoids discussing the novel’s 
ambiguous treatment of time, and there are grounds (both within the novel and in Zola’s 
other writing) that give us reason to question whether Serge’s time in le Paradou ever 
really took place.156 This temporal ambivalence points to a similar wavering between 
heterosexuality and celibacy on Serge’s part, which suggests that his identification will 
not be so easy to “straighten out,” as Edwards himself concedes at the conclusion of his 
article.  
 I raise this issue not so much to disagree with Edwards, as I do to draw a parallel 
between Zola and Maupassant. While Zola appears to impose heteronormativity onto 
Serge Mouret, Léon Chenal performs a similar imposition as narrator of Miss Harriet. As 
Alexandre L. Amprimoz has suggested, Miss Harriet’s thinness gestures toward a 
queerness similar to Serge’s.157 Whatever her true desires may be, the bulk of the novella 
                                               
155 See Wade Evans, “Straightening Out Serge Mouret: Confession and Conversion in 
Zola’s La Faute de l’abbé Mouret,” Nineteenth Century French Studies, Vol. 32 No. ½ 
(Fall-Winter 2005-2006): 75-88.  
156 Serge’s tonsure grows out, and his beard grows long, which appears to indicate a 
substantial progression of time; however, upon his return to les Artaud, we discover that a 
young woman and a cow are still pregnant, which seems to preclude such a passage of 
time.  
157 One aspect of Miss Harriet’s character that the secular atheist Chenal refuses to 
explore is Miss Harriet’s religious fervor. In a recent conversation, my colleague Ellie 
Gebarowski-Shafer who teaches Religion at Middlebury College, informed me that 
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is given over to Chenal’s erasure of this queerness, in favor of his need to similarly 
straighten her out. Chenal’s subjectivity provides a window into a larger issue in 
Maupassant’s work, namely the way marriage erases female agency and desire. Apart 
from informing us that she would have preferred not to marry her husband, “Première 
neige” skirts the issue of the young woman’s sexuality. Meanwhile Une Vie both begins 
and ends by stressing the importance of Jeanne’s friendship with her sœur de lait, 
Rosalie. The middle section of the novel erases this relationship, but with Rosalie’s return 
in the final chapters of the novel, the text appears to invite us to wonder what might have 
been, had Jeanne been free to choose a path of her own.  
# 
Looking backwards now, I can trace the origins of this project to an event whose 
significance I did not understand until recently. This took place in 2004, when a friend 
handed me a copy of “The Mourning Door,” a short story by the American writer 
Elizabeth Graver. Originally published in Ploughshares in the autumn of 2000, the story 
details the struggles of a woman who is at once dealing with the renovation of an old 
farmhouse, which she and her husband have recently purchased, and with the aftermath 
of a miscarriage. These two things are thematically connected, such that the narrator’s 
body, her home, and her garden, are to be understood as a single entity. The house 
                                               
missionary work would have been the only way for an unmarried woman (in particular a 
Protestant woman from America or Great Britain) to travel without the accompaniment of 
a husband or male relative. She also points out that this phenomenon only emerges in the 
1870s and 1880s, and thus would have been anachronistic. As we have seen, however, 
Maupassant does sometimes incorporate anachronistic material into his stories (see 
Jeanne’s swimming, for instance). An avid voyager, one can imagine Maupassant 
encountering someone like Miss Harriet during his travels.  
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functions explicitly as a womb-metaphor: over the course of the story, the woman—
significantly referred to only as “she”—finds a series of doll parts belonging to a baby 
boy; these body parts, the reader is lead to understand, have been “gestated” by the house 
and represent her lost child.  
Graver continues the house-body metaphor by describing the space as both, “so 
charming from the outside, so fine and perfectly itself,”158 but harboring hidden frailties. 
Workmen discover a place where a fire has left “some support beams [...] only three 
quarters of their original size” (Graver 81). The analogy is that this unseen and now 
exposed structural damage finds its equivalent in the similarly unseen internal workings 
of the heroine’s own body. The now visible damage to the support beams mirrors 
invisible internal injuries, which the narrative holds out as the reason for her difficulty in 
conceiving. 
Most significantly, the house has something called a “Mourning Door […] 
[located] off the front parlor […] a place for the cart to back up so the coffin could be 
carried away” (83). At the story’s climax, the woman, having stitched together all the 
pieces of the baby she has found (it is missing a mouth), feels a sudden and urgent need 
to go outside. Rather than using any of the usual exits, she instead forces open the 
previously sealed (and only once-mentioned) mourning door, and tumbles out into the 
garden (88), where she buries the baby under a “hawthorn tree” (88). The real loss is 
reenacted, and through the reenactment, the real is meaningfully transposed into the 
                                               
158 Elizabeth Graver, “The Mourning Door,” Ploughshares, Vol. 26 2/3 (Fall 2000): 80. 
Hereinafter: Graver.  
177 
 
symbolic and so put to rest. 
Both then and now there was something about Graver’s story that has bothered 
me. It is not so much the detached quality of the writing, as the way that Graver 
embraces, uncritically, an idea that is altogether too familiar from Zola’s La Faute. While 
contemporary American fiction is arguably very far removed from late nineteenth century 
French literature, one has to begin somewhere, and anyhow Graver’s “Mourning Door” is 
but one example of the frequently repeated form of the femino-spatial cliché. Without too 
much hyperbole, we might just as well say that it is one of the more pervasive 
commonplaces in Western culture.  
We find it everywhere, at virtually every level of cultural production, from high 
literature (Graver is hardly an outlier), to more popular media formats. In contemporary 
science fiction, Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars (1993) makes extensive use of this 
commonplace, in the guise of Hiroko Ai, an astronaut and botanist who is one of the first 
humans to settle on Mars. Never a central character to the story, her presence nonetheless 
remains significant through her absence from the narrative. This absence is defined by 
Ai’s spatial withdrawal from the standard economy adopted by the other early settlers, 
and is embodied in their anxiety over her departure. Once absconded from the principal 
human settlements, she founds a secret economy that thrives in a space outside the 
bounds of “mainstream” culture. Ai’s absence inspires anxiety amongst the other 
colonists who expend considerable effort to locate her and compel her to return. The most 
fraught aspect of Ai’s alternative space, is her refusal to engage in the standard 
heterosexual economy, part of which involves gestating children in artificial wombs, and 
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using frozen sperm samples from male colonists without their prior consent. Robinson’s 
use of this commonplace straddles Zola’s treatment of the female body as a heterotopos 
(Ai produces many children, in many cases gestating the human embryos in artificial 
wombs), and Maupassant’s vision of a liberated feminine economy that eschews 
engagement with the dominant power structures. By the end of Red Mars, Ai’s 
alternative society has grown to include a number of men converted from the initial group 
of Martian colonists, which perhaps suggests that there might be a way for human culture 
to reach beyond traditional masculine hierarchies.  
Even more recently, the film Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) features an all female 
biker gang (the Vuvolini), who keep stores of “heirloom seeds” hidden among their gear, 
and who provide crucial assistance to a group of women who are trying to escape from a 
male dominated space.159 The film, as worthy of further study as Graver and Robinson, 
underscores this feminine “naturalness” by establishing early on the constructed 
performance of masculinity, which is expressed by the wearing of steel jewelry and other 
mechanical appliances, and the by warrior caste (the War Boys) who seek to enter the 
realm of the dead “shiny and chrome.” The film concludes with this patriarchal culture 
being overthrown, and replaced with a matriarchal society.  
These are but a few examples selected to demonstrate the depth to which this 
cliché penetrates virtually unchanged into our contemporary culture, and which is present 
at virtually every level of our artistic and literary discourse. Looking backward more 
                                               
159 See Mad Max: Fury Road, directed by George Miller, performances by Tom Hardy, 
Charlize Theron, Nicholas Hoult, Hugh Keays-Byrne, and Josh Helman, Village 
Roadshow Pictures, 2015.  
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narrowly at the high and the low in fin-de-siècle French culture, we understand that this 
cliché says more about the male need either to impose divisions upon social spaces, or 
conversely, to impose its will onto all space, leaving little room for female existence 
untouched by masculine domination.  
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